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General Preface


Battle Cases: Objective and True Records of the Epic Scenes of War History



War is the highest form of contradictory struggle among nations, peoples, classes, and political groups. At the same time, as a social phenomenon, it closely accompanies the pace of the advance and development of human society, because every achievement that represents the advance and development of human society has left its vivid imprint on the scroll of war. In a certain sense, the entire history of war is in fact also an important component of the history of human civilization; every historical period has its magnificent epic of war, and as people take in its vast scroll, what they feel more of is the brilliant military history and splendid military culture it has bequeathed to humankind. Battle cases are the most vivid, rich, objective, and true records of this military-historical picture.

A battle case is a real example of a war (campaign, battle), a retelling of an operational process that has already taken place. Through concise text, precise expression, and objective evaluation, battle cases enable the process, characteristics, and laws of a war (campaign, battle) to be reproduced in the quickest and simplest way on the level of flat text, sand tables, and everything else that can be displayed. Collecting, analyzing, and discussing battle cases should be the main method by which soldiers, scholars, and historians study and research war (campaigns, battles) and draw experience and lessons from it.

Throughout history, all who have been praised by history and remembered forever — whether military men of outstanding merit who devised strategies within the command tent, or statesmen who exerted themselves to strengthen their countries and achieved merits that last through the ages — in the face of the interests of nation and people, were all adept at turning weapons of war into jade and silk. And all of these great historical figures, who pursued the benefit of their nations’ development and avoided the harm of war’s turmoil, were without exception people who attached importance to studying war. The purpose of their studying war was to strive to reduce wars and defuse them, and their main method of studying war was to analyze and discuss battle cases. While applying battle cases to military practice, some of them also played an important guiding role in the strategic planning of national politics, economics, culture, diplomacy, and so on.

Our army has always valued the study and research of battle cases, and Mao Zedong, as the representative of China’s proletarian military thinkers, may be called a model. He was well versed in Chinese history, and could cite famous battle cases of Chinese history at will. In the large body of famous military works that he formed into a system of his own and that became part of the treasury of his ideological theory, the analysis and study of battle cases was often the basis on which he established his arguments. All of our army’s military thinkers and a large number of famous marshals and generals were devoted to the study and research of battle cases ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign; the glorious achievements with which they skillfully applied the experience and lessons of battle cases to guide the practice of war have also become models for us to learn from today. A modern army should first of all be an army with a high level of attainment in military theory, and actively carrying out research on battle cases naturally becomes the main subject and content of this army’s study and research of military affairs. Studying and researching battle cases has always been our army’s traditional practice for raising the military command art of commanders at all levels; many battle cases of our army that profoundly embody the essence of Mao Zedong’s military thought, embody our army’s fine traditions, and embody superb command art have been explored in depth, and have become important content for teaching in military academies and schools and for commanders at all levels in units to study military theory and explore military practice. Since the second half of the 20th century, the study and research of battle cases has also become a major course of military education in the armies of countries around the world. The U.S. Military Academy at West Point, for its part, integrates the study of battle cases into the whole process of cadets’ study and training; they hold that in wartime, officers’ military qualities are raised through battlefield experience; in the absence of war, studying and researching battle cases allows one to use other people’s war experience to raise officers’ military qualities, and this is the best means and effective route of military education.

Entering the new century, a new world military revolution is surging, and the military transformation with Chinese characteristics is advancing in depth; cultivating and producing a large number of high-quality, innovative military talents has become a pressing task. In order to raise the planning ability and command art of commanders at all levels, so as to better meet the requirements of winning local wars under informatized conditions, we have compiled this World Classic Battles series, both to fill a gap in the systematic study of classic battle cases at home and abroad and, more importantly, to provide commanders at all levels today with a relatively standardized and unified set of teaching materials for studying and researching world classic battle cases, moving our army’s study and research of battle cases from a disordered, scattered, “guerrilla”-style state into a systematic, comprehensive, and regularized process of study and education. We place our hope both in using history to enlighten reality and, even more, in using history to grasp the future, so that, while studying and researching battle cases, we may make our due effort toward jointly advancing the military transformation with Chinese characteristics and cultivating high-quality military talents.

Classic battle cases ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign, are vast as a sea of smoke, and works studying battle cases are too numerous to list; but judging from the materials currently in hand, the World Classic Battles series is a pioneering undertaking in treating battle-case research as a disciplinary category, systematically studying famous battles of the world, and forming a body of military-historical literature. In accordance with our army’s traditions, drawing on the experience of foreign militaries, and according to the needs of education and training in units, the overall demand of commanders at all levels for studying and researching battle cases differs: generally speaking, junior and intermediate commanders need to master about 100 battle cases, and senior commanders need to master about 200. With a view to raising the command ability of our army’s commanders at all levels in future wars, we selected, by comparison and discrimination from among tens of thousands of battle cases, 288 battle cases that have a relatively profound influence on current and even future operations and have the greatest research value, and classified them by content into the War Volume, Campaign Volume, Combat Volume, City Combat Volume, Air Raid and Counter-Air Raid Operations Volume, River, Lake, Sea and Island Operations Volume, and Special Operations and Counter-Terrorism Operations Volume — seven volumes in all, with a total of more than 2 million characters. In content it runs vertically through the three levels of war, campaign, and battle, and covers horizontally the main modes of operations; it also includes wars of all forms and many kinds of nature. The battle cases concretely reflect the various factors that formed the war (campaign, battle) in question, the various strategic and tactical means adopted in the course of the war, and the final result of the war (campaign, battle). The World Classic Battles series has basically built a system of battle-case research that is diverse in form, rational in structure, and comprehensive in content.

The building of our army is at a critical period of reform and development; actively advancing the military transformation with Chinese characteristics, accelerating the compound development of mechanization and informatization, and intensifying the deepening of reform are the necessary path to realizing the overall transformation of army building. The Shijiazhuang Mechanized Infantry Academy, as our army’s only mechanized infantry academy, shoulders the heavy responsibility of cultivating talents for our army’s new-type mechanized units, and constantly raising the military qualities of commanders at all levels of our army’s mechanized units is the institute’s main duty. Using classic battle cases ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign, for teaching is one of the institute’s traditional teaching means, and the study and research of battle cases has always been an important part of the institute’s teaching, training, and scientific research. Emphasizing the study of the forms, characteristics, laws, and experience of war, the institute has in several decades of running the school accumulated a large amount of material on famous battle cases ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign, rich in content and wide in coverage, and has achieved real results in teaching, cultivating for the units a large number of high-quality military commanders. The institute’s participation in compiling the World Classic Battles series is both a summing-up and review of the institute’s results in battle-case research and teaching, and will surely also promote the institute’s teaching, training, and scientific research into a new stage of development.

In studying and researching battle cases, our eyes are fixed on winning future wars. “Taking history as a mirror” means drawing on predecessors’ experience to study and grasp the guiding laws of future wars; this is not only the fundamental requirement for every military commander to raise his own military qualities, but also where his lofty mission and glorious duty lie, and it is precisely the main purpose of our compiling this series. The World Classic Battles series provides a platform of study and discussion for raising soldiers’ military qualities, and we hope that commanders at all levels of our army will treat the study of battle cases as a required course in studying military theory and attending to military practice, make it a habit, an interest, and a hobby, and carry it through their whole military careers, so as to continuously raise our ability to forecast wars (campaigns, battles), our ability to control the overall situation, and our ability to make decisions and exercise command in the course of wars (campaigns, battles). In 2005, Guo Boxiong, Vice Chairman of the Central Military Commission, said: “An outstanding commander should have dozens or even hundreds of typical battle cases in his head; in this way his horizons will broaden, his indirect experience will increase, his knowledge will expand, and his reference points for thinking about problems will multiply, which is of great benefit to correct decision-making and command.” Xu Caihou, Vice Chairman of the Central Military Commission, when requiring the whole army to strengthen research on the “Three Warfares,” also explicitly instructed that the study and research of battle cases be strengthened.

The compilation of the World Classic Battles series received the strong support of the General Staff Department’s Military Training and Arms Services Department and of the Air Force Command College, which spent eight months strengthening the review and approval of the book, thereby ensuring the publication quality of the series. On the occasion of the series’ publication, we express our sincere thanks to all the leaders and comrades who have cared about, helped, and supported our work! We believe that the publication of the World Classic Battles series will advance the study and research of battle cases and will bring a revolutionary change to our army’s military education. We also hope that the World Classic Battles series can make its due contribution to our army’s future studying of war, grasping of war, deterring of war, and winning of war!

Shijiazhuang Mechanized Infantry Academy October 1, 2009




Volume Preface


Cities Will Become the Main Battlefield in Modern War




	



As a gathering place of human civilization, the city holds a very important strategic position and role in the economic and social development of nations and regions. In particular, as the world’s urbanization proceeds at an ever faster pace, cities increasingly become the hub of flows of people, goods, capital, and information, and play an irreplaceable strategic supporting role in the economic, social, cultural, and scientific-technological development of regions and even nations. In the history of human warfare, the great majority of wars or operations unfolded around cities, and there are many historical examples of “the city falls, the state perishes,” with very profound lessons. Because local wars under high-tech conditions are limited in scale, seizing or controlling cities has become the main content and an important characteristic of high-tech local wars. Therefore, attaching great importance to and studying city combat in depth is of great strategic significance. The World Classic Battles series devotes a special City Combat Volume to collecting and organizing battle cases of city combat with classic significance, the aim being to provide reference and guidance for studying the characteristics and laws of city combat and the application of tactics.

Modern cities have concentrated populations, criss-crossing streets and alleys, tall, solid, and dense buildings, well-developed above-ground and underground infrastructure, developed industry, strong technical power, and rich war resources and potential; they have become the focus of contention in modern war and will also become the main battlefield of operations in modern war. In particular, the outskirts of modern cities are combined with the urban area, forming a special urbanized terrain with depth and three-dimensionality, and there are numerous important targets — airports, ports, administrative centers, television stations, post offices, power plants, and the tall buildings that dominate the city — targets of political, economic, and military value that can directly affect the outcome of city combat. With the development of the times, modern city combat has also shown other new characteristics, such as the progress of aerial strike means, which makes non-contact city attack without the participation of ground troops possible. The flourishing of various kinds of terrorist activity has added counter-terrorism and special operations elements to city combat, and so on. World Classic Battles · City Combat Volume is aimed precisely at the characteristics of modern city combat; with a view to guiding unit combat training and providing reference for our army’s future city combat, it selects 38 representative battle cases at home and abroad, arranges them in chronological order, and carries out in-depth analysis and study of them. The city combat involved here mainly refers to attack or defense operations against cities and towns at county level and above; at the same time, considering that purely positional city attack-and-defense operations cannot cover all operational actions in city combat, and that it is unavoidable to involve forms of operation such as mobile warfare — actions such as blocking relief forces and attacking relief forces — these related operational actions are also described in the city combat cases.

Of the 38 city combat cases selected and compiled in this volume, 11 are foreign-army cases, 22 are cases of our army, and 5 are cases of Kuomintang army frontal-battlefield operations in the War of Resistance Against Japan, among which there are 6 cases of city combat in high-tech local wars. Although these cases include classic city combat cases such as the Battle of Moscow, the Battle of Stalingrad, the Jinan Campaign, the Taiyuan Campaign, and the Shanghai Campaign, as well as some city combat cases of the U.S. and Russian armies under high-tech conditions, it cannot be guaranteed that the characteristics of city combat, especially of city combat under informatized conditions, are all expressed without the slightest omission. For example, air raid and counter-air raid operations, special operations, and counter-terrorism operations in modern city combat we have assigned to other volumes, and this volume does not touch on them. These cases together constitute the system of city combat cases, and we need to grasp them as a whole when studying them.

In local wars under informatized conditions, city combat has changed greatly in both scale and form; in particular, the traditional seizure of cities by destructive operational actions will no longer occupy the dominant position, and combining the seizing of cities with the controlling of cities has become a basic requirement and important characteristic of modern city combat. Moreover, in concrete operational actions, air raids will become the main mode of city combat, and city special warfare and city guerrilla warfare also hold an important place. Also worth noting is that effective control of the city after seizing it, and its restoration, reconstruction, and use, have likewise become important content of the planning and direction of city combat. Therefore, in-depth study of future city combat must pay close attention to these new characteristics and requirements, and cannot be confined merely to the fixed mindset of traditional city combat. Only by drawing on the past to understand the present, integrating and connecting, and learning from history methods of analyzing and studying problems, can we better guide city combat under future informatized conditions.

Compilers of World Classic Battles · City Combat Volume October 1, 2009




1. The Battle of Leningrad in World War II


(1941.7.10–1944.8.9)




Case Summary

During the Soviet-German War, the Soviet army fought a campaign from July 10, 1941 to August 9, 1944 in the Leningrad (now St. Petersburg) area against the German-Finnish forces. The German-Finnish forces committed 4 armies, 1 panzer group, and part of an air force, organized into two assault groups, one southern and one northern. The Soviet units that successively took part were the Northern Front, the Northwestern Front, the Leningrad Front, the Volkhov Front, the Karelian Front, the 2nd Baltic Front, the Red Banner Baltic Fleet, the Ladoga Lake Area Flotilla, the Onega Lake Area Flotilla, long-range aviation formations and National Air Defense Forces formations, as well as large numbers of militia. This battle lasted three years and one month; the military and civilians of Leningrad finally smashed the German blockade and encirclement, tied down and defeated 15% to 20% of the total strength of the German army on the Soviet-German battlefield and all of the strength of the Finnish army, and in the course of the defense and counteroffensive wiped out about 50 divisions of the German and Finnish forces, recovered large tracts of territory, and forced the Finnish army to withdraw from the war in September 1944.



I. Pre-War Situation

On June 22, 1941, Germany launched a surprise attack on the Soviet Union. Relying on factors such as its surprise attack, its superiority in weapons and equipment, its prior concentration of forces, and its relatively rich combat experience, the German army rapidly smashed the Soviet defensive system and occupied large tracts of Soviet territory. After gaining the advantageous position on the battlefield, the German army resolved to advance simultaneously from north and south, from the southwest of Leningrad and the southeast of Finland, seize Leningrad, and then concentrate its forces to attack Moscow.

(I) Basic Situation of Leningrad

Leningrad is located on the east bank of the Gulf of Finland, where the Neva River enters the sea. It was the Soviet Union’s second-largest city after Moscow and a center of economy, culture, and scientific research, an important seaport and a hub of railways and river transport, and the main base of the Soviet Baltic Fleet. The city is distributed along both banks of the Neva River and on the various islands of the Neva delta; rivers and canals are densely spread within the city, with 548 bridges, large and small. About 24 km west of the city is Kotlin Island, and the Kronstadt fortress on the island is an important naval base covering Leningrad from the sea. About 32 km east of the city is Lake Ladoga. The north of the city is about 120 km from the Soviet-Finnish border. Before the war (1939 statistics), the population was 3.191 million. In 1940 the industrial output value was 14.1 billion rubles, accounting for 12.3% of the total industrial output value of the Soviet Union. Leningrad was the cradle of the Soviet proletarian revolution and held an important strategic position in politics, military affairs, economy, and culture.

Around Leningrad, apart from the Koporye Heights 30 km to the southwest, which overlook the urban area of Leningrad, all other directions were surrounded by the Gulf of Finland, Lake Ladoga, and large swamps. West of the Koporye Heights is also swampy, with crisscrossing rivers, and further to the southwest Lake Chudskoye serves as a natural barrier. If the German army occupied Leningrad, it would not only cause enormous political and military shock to the Soviet Union and strike at the war confidence of the Soviet military and people, but would also enable the German “Northern” Army Group fighting in Karelia and the Finnish army to link up easily in the Svir River area, thereby cutting the Soviet army’s lines of communication to Karelia and Murmansk, and the German army could then concentrate its forces more effectively to attack Moscow.

(II) German Operational Intent and Force Deployment

The German army intended, with the cooperation of the Finnish army, first to seize Leningrad, control the Gulf of Finland and the entire Baltic Sea, and cut the connection between the Soviet interior and the northern ports, and then to concentrate its forces to attack Moscow. The German army’s force deployment was as follows:

The “Northern” Army Group (commander Field Marshal Leeb) commanded the 16th Army (commander Colonel General Busch), the 18th Army (commander Colonel General Küchler), and the 4th Panzer Group (commander Colonel General Hoepner) (29 divisions in all, including 6 tank and motorized divisions), which were deployed in East Prussia and on the front from Klaipeda (Memel) to Goldap. Their mission was to smash the Soviet forces in the Baltic coastal area and, in coordination with part of the forces of the “Center” Army Group and the forces attacking from Finland, to seize Leningrad and Kronstadt. The 1st Air Fleet, with 760 combat aircraft in all, supported the attack of the “Northern” Army Group. In southeastern Finland, 2 Finnish armies commanding 15 infantry divisions (including 1 German division) plus 3 brigades went over to the attack between Lake Ladoga and Lake Onega and in Karelia, to link up with the German army in the Svir River and Leningrad area. The actions of the forces concentrated in Finland were supported by the German 5th Air Fleet (240 aircraft) and the Finnish Air Force (307 aircraft).

(III) Soviet Operational Intent and Force Deployment

The Soviet army resolved to hold Leningrad firmly, in order to pin down and wear down German forces, stabilize the northwestern front line, ease the pressure on the Moscow direction, and await a favorable opportunity to go over to the offensive in coordination with the main direction. The Soviet forces facing the German army were the Northern Front (commander Lieutenant General Popov), commanding the 7th and 23rd Armies (8 divisions in all), and the Northwestern Front (commander Major General Sobennikov), commanding the 8th, 11th, and 27th Armies (31 divisions and another 2 brigades). The Soviet Supreme High Command Headquarters, considering that the German army might strike toward Leningrad, transferred the defensive zone between the Gulf of Finland and Lake Ilmen to the Northern Front and shifted part of its forces to take part in the defense of the city from the south. The Luga River was an important barrier to the south of Leningrad; the Luga operational group established by the Northern Front (6 infantry divisions, 2 militia divisions, 2 Leningrad military schools, and 1 independent mountain infantry brigade), under the command of Lieutenant General Pyadyshev, had already advanced toward the Luga River before the battle began.

To facilitate command of the 2 fronts, the Defense Committee on July 10, 1941 established the Northwestern Direction High Command (commander-in-chief Marshal of the Soviet Union Voroshilov; Military Council member Zhdanov, secretary of the All-Union Communist Party Central Committee), commanding the Northern Front, the Northwestern Front, the Northern Fleet, and the Baltic Fleet. The deployment of the Soviet army’s 2 fronts was as follows:

The Northern Front commanded 2 armies and 1 operational group, 18 divisions in all (including 2 tank divisions and 1 motorized division). The strength of the two armies was 9 divisions, which occupied defense on the northern approaches to the city. The 9 divisions of the Luga operational group occupied defense along the Luga River on the southwestern approaches to the city. Its defensive front was 250 km, and it was about 120 to 150 km from the city.

The Northwestern Front commanded 3 armies, 31 divisions and 2 brigades in all, and occupied defense on the outer ring of Leningrad in the southwest direction between the Velikaya River and the Luga River; its defensive front was 455 km, and it was about 260 km from the city. The armies had just withdrawn from the front line, and apart from 5 divisions, the remaining personnel and equipment of the other divisions did not exceed 15% to 30% of authorized strength.

Before the Battle of Leningrad began, the Soviet army began constructing defensive areas on the approaches to the city, and the residents took part in the construction together with the army. In July and August, hundreds of thousands of people took part in building defensive works every day. A defensive system composed of several ring zones was established around Leningrad. On the near approaches to the city, the Krasnogvardeysk fortified area and the Slutsk–Kolpino fortified area were built in the southwest and south, and the Karelian fortified area was reinforced in the north. Along the line of Petergof (Peterhof Palace) and Pulkovo, a zone of defensive works with resistance centers was also built. In addition, a defensive system within the city of Leningrad was established. Moreover, militia organizations totaling about 160,000 people were raised within the city, and enterprises producing technical weapons, arms, and ammunition also accelerated production.



II. Course of Operations

The Battle of Leningrad lasted three years and one month and had four stages in all: the Soviet army’s defense on the approaches to the city in the second half of 1941; the Soviet army’s breaking of the German blockade of the city in early 1943; the Soviet army’s smashing of the German forces besieging the city in early 1944; and the Soviet army’s smashing of the Finnish forces north of the city in the summer of 1944.

(I) The Soviet Army’s Defense on the Approaches to the City

On July 10, 1941, the German army from the southwest and the Finnish army from the north simultaneously launched attacks on Leningrad. The German army first formed two assault groups from the 4th Panzer Group, which struck toward Luga and Novgorod respectively, intending to break into Leningrad from the south and southeast, and used the 16th Army to secure the right flank of the main attack direction. The German group attacking Luga met stubborn Soviet resistance and could not advance, so it turned north; on July 14 it broke out to the Luga River southeast of Kingisepp, and was blocked by a counterattack of the Soviet Luga operational group. The German group attacking Novgorod advanced to the vicinity of Shimsk and was likewise forced to withdraw by a Soviet counterattack.

The German army adjusted its deployment at the end of July and the beginning of August, committing most of the forces of the 18th Army, which together with the 4th Panzer Group formed three assault groups, in northern, central, and southern routes. From August 3 they attacked respectively along the Kingisepp–Koporye direction, the Luga–Leningrad railway, and the Novgorod–Chudovo direction. On August 16, after bitter fighting, the Soviet army abandoned Kingisepp, and before August 21 the German army broke out to the Krasnogvardeysk fortified area, intending to bypass that fortified area from the southeast and rush into Leningrad, but this attempt was not realized. From August 22, fierce fighting began in the Oranienbaum direction, where the German army was blocked and could not advance. In the Luga direction, the Soviet Luga operational group fought heroically and repulsed several German assaults. In the Novgorod–Chudovo direction, the German 16th Army seized the western part of Novgorod on August 16. The fighting for the eastern part of Novgorod continued until August 19, when the German attempt to advance east was completely defeated. Subsequently, the Soviet army withdrew to hold the opposite bank of the Malyi Volkhovets River. The German northern assault group approached the Krasnogvardeysk fortified area, about 30 km south of the city of Leningrad, on August 21, was blocked by the Soviet army, and failed to break into the city. The central assault group made little progress. The southern assault group, after capturing Chudovo on August 20, was forced to suspend its attack because of a powerful Soviet counterattack in the old Russa area in its rear. After being reinforced, the southern German group on August 25 continued from Chudovo to assault Leningrad. On August 29 it advanced to the Slutsk–Kolpino fortified area, about 20 km south of the city of Leningrad. On September 8 it captured Shlisselburg on the shore of Lake Ladoga and blockaded Leningrad from the land side. The military and civilians of Leningrad could keep contact with the Soviet interior only through Lake Ladoga. Thereafter, the German army concentrated forces from all routes and launched many fierce assaults on Leningrad from the south, but was never able to break into the city.

In mid-October, the German army shifted to attacking at Tikhvin and Volkhov, intending to make a deep outflanking movement around Leningrad from the southeast and link up with the Finnish army in the north, so as to achieve a complete blockade of Leningrad. By November 8, the German army had captured Tikhvin, cutting the railway line from the Soviet interior to Lake Ladoga, and had approached the city of Volkhov. The Soviet army, with the strength of 3 armies, launched a powerful counterattack against the German forces that had advanced to Tikhvin, and by the end of December had driven the German army back to the Lodva and Kirishi area and the line of the Volkhov River. At this point the armies of both the Soviet Union and Germany temporarily went over to the defense.

At the same time as the German army was attacking, the Finnish army also attacked from north to south. The Finnish Southeastern Army Group broke through the Soviet defense on the Karelian Isthmus and by early September had broken out to the Karelian fortified area on the old Soviet-Finnish border, where it was blocked and could not break into Leningrad. The Finnish Karelian Army, having advanced on September 10 to the Svir River area between Lake Ladoga and Lake Onega, likewise met stubborn Soviet resistance and could not realize its plan of a deep envelopment of Leningrad from the northeast. The Soviet army and the Finnish army remained locked in a stalemate on this line until the summer of 1944.

During the battle, the strength of the Soviet forces defending Leningrad was continuously reinforced. To facilitate command, on August 23 the Northern Front was divided into two fronts, namely the Leningrad Front and the Karelian Front.

(II) The Soviet Army’s Breaking of the German Blockade of Leningrad

After Leningrad was surrounded and blockaded, the Soviet army opened a military motor road on the ice of the southern part of Lake Ladoga, and the ice transport line opened to traffic on November 22, 1941. To strengthen the defense in the Leningrad direction, the Soviet Supreme High Command decided to establish the Volkhov Front on December 17, 1941.

To break the German blockade of Leningrad, the Leningrad Front and the Volkhov Front, from January to April and from August to October 1942, successively carried out opposing east-west attacks in the Lyuban direction and in the Sinyavino direction. Because of insufficient forces and weapons, neither of the two campaigns achieved its purpose.

At the end of 1942, the Soviet army annihilated the German strategic grouping near Stalingrad and also launched large-scale offensives in the south. The Soviet Supreme High Command decided to take advantage of this favorable situation to carry out an offensive campaign near Leningrad in order to break the German blockade of Leningrad.

In early 1943, the German 18th Army (25 divisions in all) occupied defensive positions on the line of Uritsk, Pushkin, the Neva River, and Shlisselburg, encircling Leningrad from the south and southeast. The Finnish army (7 to 8 divisions) blockaded Leningrad from the north on the line of Verkhniye Nikuliasi, Lembolovo, and Sestroretsk.

The Soviet army’s campaign intent was as follows: the Leningrad Front from the west and the Volkhov Front from the east would simultaneously carry out opposing thrusts in the general direction of Sinyavino, destroy the German forces south of Lake Ladoga, and occupy the Shlisselburg–Sinyavino salient. They would then strike Mga from the north, clear the Volkhov–Leningrad railway, and compress the German army southward, so that Leningrad could establish smooth external communications.

The German forces defending the Shlisselburg–Sinyavino salient totaled 8 divisions, of which 1 division plus 1 regiment at Mga served as the campaign reserve. The German army had been on the defensive in this area for 16 months, had built many defensive centers and strongpoints, and had linked them with trenches.

On January 12, 1943, the Soviet Leningrad Front’s 67th Army, together with the Volkhov Front’s 2nd Shock Army and part of the forces of the 8th Army, in coordination with the Red Banner Baltic Fleet, carried out opposing thrusts on the salient between Shlisselburg and Sinyavino. On the first day of the offensive they broke through the German basic defensive zone. On the 14th, the Soviet army split the German forces in the Shlisselburg and Lipka areas and south of Lake Ladoga, and the two Soviet fronts were separated by only about two kilometers. On the 18th, the Soviet army annihilated the German forces at Shlisselburg, and the two fronts linked up in the area north of Sinyavino. In this way a corridor 8 to 11 km wide was formed south of Lake Ladoga; this corridor opened Leningrad’s external land communications and broke the German blockade of Leningrad.

The Soviet army’s breaking of the German blockade of Leningrad was the turning point of the defense of Leningrad; it created favorable conditions for completely smashing the German plan to blockade Leningrad and was of major significance militarily and politically. The initiative in operations at Leningrad passed completely into the hands of the Soviet army from then on. The German army not only could not capture Leningrad, but found it hard even to hold the areas it had already occupied. The restoration of land communications enabled the Soviet army in Leningrad to receive fresh replenishment of personnel, and the supply of weapons, ammunition, and food for the military and civilians improved markedly.

(III) The Soviet Army’s Smashing of the German Forces Besieging the City

Beginning in January 1944, the Soviet army began operations to smash the German forces besieging Leningrad. According to its course, this operation can be divided into three stages.

The first stage ran from January 14 to 30. The Leningrad Front, on January 14 and 15, successively went over to the attack toward Ropsha from the Oranienbaum landing ground and from the area south of Pushkin. On the 19th it encircled the German forces in the Ropsha area, and on the 20th annihilated them. In this stage the Soviet army dealt a heavy blow to the German 18th Army and advanced 30 to 90 km, freeing Leningrad completely from the German blockade. But in the Luga area the German army still had 1 combat group and the remnants of 4 divisions.

The second stage ran from January 31 to February 15. The Soviet army reached the Narva River area, the east shore of Lake Chudskoye, and the line of Lake Chernoye, Kreni, and the Mshaga River, creating conditions for the thorough clearing of the German forces within the borders of Leningrad Oblast.

The third stage ran from February 16 to March 1. The Leningrad Front advanced to the southwest from the south of Luga, and at the end of February reached the vicinity of Pskov. The front’s left-flank forces, in coordination with the 2nd Baltic Front, on February 24 captured Dno, a strong German strongpoint and railway junction in the Pskov direction. On the 26th they liberated Porkhov, and on March 1 broke out to the area east of Pskov and Ostrov.

(IV) Smashing the Finnish Forces North of Leningrad

After the Soviet army lifted the German blockade of Leningrad, on June 9 and June 21 it launched in succession the Vyborg Campaign and the Svir River–Petrozavodsk Campaign, attacking in two operations the positions of 2 Finnish armies north and northeast of Leningrad.

The Vyborg Campaign. On June 9, the Soviet army carried out intense artillery and aviation fire preparation in the Vyborg direction in order to destroy the Finnish defensive works. On the 10th, the Leningrad Front’s 21st Army was the first to go over to the attack, advancing 12 to 14 km in depth that day along the Vyborg highway, breaking through the Finnish first defensive zone, with a breakthrough front of 20 km. On the 11th the 23rd Army also went over to the attack. On the 15th it broke through the Finnish second defensive zone. On the 16th the front developed its attack in the Summa direction, advancing 16 to 40 km to the northwest and reaching the Finnish third defensive zone. At this time the Finnish army transferred 2 divisions and 1 brigade from southern Karelia, and the German army transferred 1 division from the Baltic coast, to reinforce the forces on the Karelian Isthmus. But the Finnish army continued to withdraw to the northwest, and the Soviet army seized the Finnish third defensive zone on the move and attacked toward Vyborg. On June 20 the Soviet army occupied the city of Vyborg, after which the front’s forces, in coordination with the Baltic Fleet, cleared 15 islands in Vyborg Bay.

The Svir River–Petrozavodsk Campaign. On June 21, the Soviet forces on the left wing of Karelia, after artillery and aviation fire preparation, went over to the attack on the isthmus between Lake Onega and Lake Ladoga. That day the Soviet 7th Army forced the Svir River and broke through the Finnish main defensive zone. On June 27 the Soviet army captured Sheltozero and developed the attack to the northwest. While the Soviet army was advancing north along the Svir River, the Soviet forces north of Lake Onega developed the attack to the southwest. After capturing Medvezhyegorsk on June 24, they attacked toward Chebino and Porosozero in the west, and used part of their forces to advance toward Kondopoga and Petrozavodsk to the south. On June 29, the Soviet army carried out a deep outflanking maneuver; amphibious troops landed on the west shore of Lake Onega and struck from three directions, capturing Petrozavodsk and Kondopoga.

In July, the Karelian Front continued to attack westward, pressing toward the Soviet-Finnish border. The campaign ended in early August. The Soviet army drove the Finnish army back into Finnish territory, advancing 200 to 250 km in all. The victory of the Soviet Karelian offensive campaign lifted the threat to the north of Leningrad and forced Finland to withdraw from the war of aggression against the Soviet Union.



III. Case Analysis

The Battle of Leningrad was the longest campaign of the Soviet-German battlefield in World War II and had major political and military-strategic significance.

(I) The final victory in the Battle of Leningrad had important military and political significance

The Soviet army broke the German blockade of Leningrad, completely bankrupting the German plan to occupy Leningrad, the cradle of the October Socialist Revolution and the city of Lenin; from then on the initiative in operations in this direction passed completely into the hands of the Soviet army, and the threat of the German and Finnish armies linking up east of Lake Ladoga was lifted. The restoration of land communications enabled the Soviet army to be continuously replenished with personnel, equipment, and ammunition, and greatly improved the Soviet army’s strategic posture in the northwest direction. During the battle, the Soviet army tied down heavy German troop groupings and almost all of the Finnish forces; after the battle ended, large numbers of Soviet forces were used in other strategic directions, which had a profound influence on the whole Soviet-German battlefield and created a favorable situation for the Soviet army.

(II) In the Battle of Leningrad, Soviet military art was further developed

Under the leadership of the Supreme High Command Headquarters, the Soviet army successfully carried out strategic and campaign coordination among the groups of fronts, as well as coordinated actions between the fronts and the fleets and among the fleets in defensive campaigns and offensive campaigns. Near Leningrad, the Soviet army conducted a stubborn and active defense and combined it with the carrying out of counterattacks and offensive campaigns. The Soviet defense extended over the entire depth of the blockaded area and the urban area, the various positions and areas were linked into a unified whole, and the defense was stable and reliable; the Soviet army conducted concealed movements, which created conditions for the rapid concentration of forces in the threatened directions. The Soviet coordination work was productive: according to the decision of the Supreme High Command Headquarters, the Baltic Fleet, the Ladoga Lake Area Flotilla, and the Leningrad Air Defense Army were operationally subordinate to the Military Council of the Leningrad Front, which ensured the overall effectiveness of operational actions. The Soviet practice of concentrating all forces and weapons provided the conditions for using these forces and weapons most effectively and most rationally in defense and offense. At the same time, the problem of the combat use of army aviation, front aviation, naval aviation, and air-defense aviation was also solved creatively: the aviation was combined into aviation campaign groups and carried out concentrated bombing strikes against the German army.

In the battle, the offensive actions of 1943 to 1944 were the largest in scale, their purpose being to smash the German grouping thoroughly. The Soviet method of breaking the blockade was to use the assault groups of two fronts to carry out opposing thrusts, and the complete lifting of the blockade was achieved through strategic offensive campaigns carried out in coordination by the group of fronts, the fleets, and each of the fleets. Through the various offensive campaigns, the experience of breaking through firm German fortified defenses in the complex conditions of forest and swamp enriched Soviet military art. In addition, the offensive tactics of infantry and tank subunits also developed greatly, and in particular they were able to fight independently in seizing individual points, defiles between lakes, and water-obstacle crossings, and played an important role.

(III) The Battle of Leningrad accumulated rich experience in organizing the air defense of a large coastal city under blockade conditions

Leningrad’s air defense was carried out in close coordination by the aviation and anti-aircraft artillery of the fronts, the fleets, and the National Air Defense Forces, and it successfully repulsed more than 270 air raids by the bomber squadrons belonging to the German 1st Air Fleet. At the beginning of the battle, Leningrad’s air defense forces were 1 air defense army and 1 fighter aviation corps. In addition, fighters of the Leningrad Front and the Baltic Fleet also took part in the city’s air defense operations. In September 1941, 2 independent air defense brigades were further established. 1 brigade was responsible for covering the transport lines on Lake Ladoga, and the other 1 brigade was responsible for covering the railway line leading from the south shore of Lake Ladoga to the Soviet interior. The above-mentioned air defense forces had originally been directly subordinate to the Soviet Supreme High Command. During the battle, for the convenience of unified command, they were transferred in November 1941 to the Leningrad Front. The air defense forces in the Leningrad area dealt heavy blows to the raiding German air force. For example, in September 1941, the German air force sent out more than 2,700 sorties of aircraft to raid Leningrad, but only 480 sorties penetrated over the urban area.

(IV) Leningrad’s good fortification conditions were the foundation for victory in the battle

On the outskirts of Leningrad, the Soviet army built one arc-shaped defensive zone and three fortified areas. The outer defensive zone ran in the southwest direction of the city from the Gulf of Finland along the Luga River to Lake Ilmen, with a total length of 250 km, about 120 to 150 km from the city. The three fortified areas were: the Krasnogvardeysk fortified area in the southwest direction of the city, about 30 km from the city; the Slutsk–Kolpino fortified area south of the city, about 20 km from the city; and the Karelian fortified area in the northwest direction of the city, about 15 to 20 km from the city. After September 1941, three more defensive zones were additionally built on the near approaches on the outskirts of the city. Between the defensive zones, a series of intermediate defensive areas and oblique cut-off positions were also built, so that the defense of the city was greatly strengthened. The Soviet army’s defensive forward edge in the urban area ran along the inner ring railway of the city. The whole urban area was divided into six defensive sectors. Within each sector there were several defensive positions, with a distance of 1.2 to 2 km between positions. Each position was in turn composed of several battalion defensive areas. In the six defensive sectors of the urban area, 99 battalion defensive areas were established in all. Each battalion defensive area had several heavy machine gun firing points, dozens of light machine gun firing points, several antitank firing positions, and several artillery and mortar firing positions. In addition, large numbers of street barricades 2.5 m high and 3.5 m thick were built among the streets, squares, and buildings, and antitank ditches were dug in front of the barricades. Antitank blocking points were set up at sewer manholes. On the ground floors of buildings at some corners, not a few permanent firing points were built. To ensure mobility and supply, Leningrad’s urban defense also made full use of the city’s sewer pipes and established underground communication lines and supply lines. To deal with German airborne landings, observation posts and machine gun firing points for shooting at low-flying enemy aircraft and paratroopers were also set up in the city and its suburbs, and rapid anti-airborne reserve detachments were established.

(Geng Zhiguang)





2. The Novgorod–Luga Campaign in World War II


(1944.1.14–2.15)




Case Summary

In the Battle of Leningrad on the Soviet-German battlefield of World War II, the Soviet Volkhov Front, in coordination with the left wing of the Leningrad Front, organized and carried out the Novgorod–Luga Campaign from January 14 to February 15, 1944; this battle was a component part of the Leningrad–Novgorod strategic campaign. The two fronts jointly broke through the German defense, annihilated about 82,000 German troops, forced the German army to withdraw 150 km to the west, liberated almost the entire territory of Leningrad Oblast and a part of Kalinin Oblast, and laid the foundation for the later operations to liberate Estonia.



I. Pre-War Situation

The Novgorod–Luga Campaign was an important component of the Leningrad–Novgorod campaign. In order to completely lift the German blockade of Leningrad, the Soviet army concentrated the Leningrad Front (commander General of the Army Govorov), the Volkhov Front (commander General of the Army Meretskov), and the 2nd Baltic Front (commander General of the Army Popov, commanding the 1st Shock Army and the 22nd Army), as well as the Red Banner Baltic Fleet (commander Admiral Tributs) and long-range aviation (commander Air Marshal Golovanov), to carry out the Leningrad–Novgorod campaign, with the Volkhov Front mainly responsible for operations in the direction from Novgorod to Luga.

(I) The Soviet Army’s Preparation to Launch the Leningrad–Novgorod Campaign

In the preparation stage of the Leningrad–Novgorod campaign, the Leningrad Front and the Volkhov Front made large-scale changes in deployment. From November 1943 to January 1944, the Red Banner Baltic Fleet transported the 2nd Shock Army belonging to the Leningrad Front, together with its large quantities of technical equipment and weapons, to the Oranienbaum landing ground. After the deployment of forces was completed, the Soviet infantry outnumbered the German forces facing it by 70%, the artillery and mortars by 1 time, the tanks and self-propelled guns by 3.1 times, and the combat aircraft by 2.7 times.

The purpose of the Leningrad–Novgorod campaign was to annihilate the German “Northern” Army Group and liberate Leningrad Oblast from German hands. The campaign intent was for the Leningrad Front’s 2nd Shock Army and 42nd and 67th Armies, and the Volkhov Front’s 8th, 54th, and 59th Armies, to simultaneously strike the flank grouping of the German 18th Army near Leningrad and Novgorod, develop the attack toward Kingisepp and Luga, annihilate the main force of that army, and break out to the Luga River region. Then the two fronts would continue to attack in the two directions of Narva and Pskov and, in coordination with the 2nd Baltic Front, defeat the German 16th Army, thoroughly clear the German forces from Leningrad Oblast, and create conditions for liberating the Baltic coastal region of the Soviet Union. The mission of the 2nd Baltic Front was to annihilate the German grouping north of Nevel and then attack in the direction of Idritsa, preventing the German army from transferring the 16th Army to resist the attacks of the Leningrad Front and the Volkhov Front. The mission of the Red Banner Baltic Fleet was to coordinate with the Leningrad Front in breaking through the German defense with the fire of ship guns and coastal guns and the strikes of its aviation. Long-range aviation dispatched 8 aviation corps and 1 aviation division to provide preliminary air fire preparation for the Leningrad Front’s attack, and dispatched 4 aviation corps to support the fronts throughout the entire campaign. Partisan formations (13 brigades, about 35,000 people in all) were also brought in to take part in this campaign.

(II) The Volkhov Front’s Organization and Conduct of the Novgorod–Luga Campaign

Before the offensive campaign began, the Volkhov Front (commanding the 8th, 54th, and 59th Armies and the 14th Air Army) defended the area from Gontovaya Lipka to Lezno and along the Volkhov River as far as Lake Ilmen. In the Demno and Dubrovka sector (30 km north of Novgorod) on the left bank of the Volkhov River, the front also held a bridgehead 8 km deep.

The intent of the Novgorod–Luga Campaign was for the Volkhov Front’s 59th Army to carry out two thrusts: one part to carry out the main thrust from the Volkhov River bridgehead; the other part to cross Lake Ilmen from the area southeast of Novgorod and, along the converging direction, carry out a supporting thrust toward Lyubolyady, the purpose being to encircle and annihilate the strongest German grouping, the Novgorod grouping, and to liberate Novgorod. Then the 59th Army would again develop the attack to the west and southwest, capture the city of Luga, cut off the German army’s retreat toward the Pskov direction, and, in coordination with the other armies of the Volkhov Front and the Leningrad Front, crush the main force of the German 18th Army. The 8th and 54th Armies would pin down the enemy facing each of them, preventing it from being transferred to the Novgorod area, and then go over to the attack in the general direction of Luga. The Volkhov Front concentrated forces and weapons and, within the 59th Army’s zone, gained superiority over the German army: 2.3 times more infantry, 2.5 times more artillery, and 10 times more tanks; moreover, the Soviet air force also held air supremacy, so the basic conditions for achieving the offensive campaign were in place.

(III) The German Army Organized a Tight Defense

Facing the Leningrad Front, the Volkhov Front, and the 2nd Baltic Front was the German “Northern” Army Group (commander Field Marshal Küchler, and from the end of January 1944 Colonel General Model, commanding the 16th and 18th Armies), whose strength was 741,000 men, more than 10,000 guns and mortars, 385 tanks and self-propelled guns, and 370 aircraft. Organizing the defense facing the Volkhov Front were the formations of the 18th Army of the German “Northern” Army Group. Within a period of two years the German army had established there a solid multi-zone defense deployed in depth and in echelons, in which defensive strongpoints were combined with a perfected trench system and with a large number of reinforced concrete firing points and earth-and-timber firing points covered by minefields and barbed wire entanglements, and in the area north of Krasnoye Selo it had concentrated large numbers of long-range artillery equipped with 406 mm guns.



II. Course of Operations

The one-month Novgorod–Luga Campaign, according to the progress of combat actions and the nature of the tasks carried out, can be divided into two stages: in the first stage, attacking the German forces in the Novgorod direction; in the second stage, pursuing the retreating German forces and annihilating the German forces defending the Luga area.

(I) Attack on Novgorod

The attack of the Soviet 59th Army began on January 14, 1944, and the German 18th Army facing it put up stubborn resistance. Because of bad weather, the aircraft of the Soviet 14th Air Army began sorties to carry out fire support only on the second day. In the main thrust direction, the main force of the army attacking from the bridgehead wedged only 600 to 1,000 meters into the German defensive positions on the first day. On that day, the attack in the supporting direction south of Novgorod developed rather smoothly. There, units of the independent 58th Infantry Brigade and the 225th Infantry Division, reinforced with 2 sledge battalions, began on the night of January 13 to cross Lake Ilmen over the not-yet-solid thin ice and, with a sudden night assault, captured many German strongpoints and widened the front of the seized bridgehead to 6 km and expanded its depth to 4 km. In order to expand the results in time, the army quickly adjusted its force deployment, and 1 infantry division of its third echelon entered combat in the supporting direction on January 15. The main attack direction also made timely use of some fresh formations, and the assault strength was increased. The assault actions in the supporting-attack direction effectively supported the army’s main attack actions and pinned down the German mobile forces; the front of the breakthrough in the main thrust direction was also gradually widened to 20 km and its depth expanded to 8 km, and after three days of stubborn fighting it broke through the German main defensive zone (north of Novgorod and south of it). When the formations of the 59th Army were expanding their results north and south of Novgorod, the officers and men struggled to haul artillery, mortars, and ammunition through the swamp, advancing toward each other, and on January 20 they finally encircled the disorganized units of the German Novgorod grouping that had not had time to withdraw, and, together with the 7th Infantry Corps, which entered combat as the Volkhov Front’s reserve, annihilated them and liberated Novgorod.

The 54th Army also went over to the attack in the Lyuban direction on January 16, making it difficult for the German army to continue transferring forces from the Mga and Chudovo areas to the breached sector. In the Soviet attack, nearly 15,000 German troops were killed and 3,200 were captured. Subsequently, the Volkhov Front, with its left wing toward Batetsky and Luga and part of its forces toward Shimsk, continued to develop the attack, and before January 30 drove the German army back 30 to 60 km from Novgorod. In the meantime, the 2nd Baltic Front attacked in the Novosokolniki area, tying down the German 16th Army and making it unable to transfer forces to the vicinity of Leningrad and Novgorod. The Leningrad Front and the Volkhov Front, with the support of the ship guns, coastal guns, and aviation of the Red Banner Baltic Fleet, annihilated the flank grouping of the German 18th Army and created conditions for developing the attack. After the Leningrad Front ended the Krasnoye Selo–Ropsha campaign, it drove the German army back 60 to 100 km south and southwest from Leningrad and broke out with its main force to the Luga River region. Through the joint efforts of the two fronts, the German forces around the “October Railway,” the main trunk line connecting Moscow and Leningrad, were cleared.

(II) Liberation of the City of Luga

On the night of January 20, the armies on the right wing of the Volkhov Front went over to pursuit of the German forces that had begun to withdraw and, in coordination with the Leningrad Front’s 67th Army, enveloped from the north the German forces operating east of Luga and in its northeast area. In order to prevent the German army from crossing the Luga River and withdrawing to the southwest, the Volkhov Front prepared to use its basic forces, jointly with the left wing of the Leningrad Front, to annihilate the German Luga grouping and to capture as soon as possible Luga, the important communications hub located behind the German 18th Army. The field headquarters of the 8th Army was transferred from the right wing of the Volkhov Front to the Luga direction in order to strengthen the command of the attacking forces there. The 8th Army transferred some of its formations to the 54th Army, and at the same time took over some formations and the attack zone of the left wing of the 59th Army, and the main force of the 54th Army also attacked toward Luga.

Taking advantage of this Soviet adjustment, the German army was able to withdraw the remnants of the defeated formations of the 18th Army to the area previously built along the Luga River, and transferred the 12th Tank Division from the Polotsk area to this place, putting up stubborn resistance to the Soviet army. But the Volkhov Front, in coordination with the Leningrad Front’s 67th Army, after bitter fighting, completely broke through the Luga defensive area before mid-February and crushed the German grouping defending there. On February 12, 1944, the city of Luga was liberated. Partisans continually harassed the German forces retreating along the roads, further increasing the German losses.

In the course of developing the attack in the two directions of Narva and Luga, the Leningrad Front and the Volkhov Front captured the German Luga fortified zone, advanced 100 to 120 km, and broke out to the Narva River and the east shore of Lake Chudskoye. After the Leningrad Front seized the bridgehead on the west bank of the Narva River, it entered Estonian territory. The defeat of the German 18th Army threatened the flank and rear of its 16th Army, thereby forcing the German High Command to withdraw the formations of the 16th Army to the west. Because the front line had already been shortened, the Soviet General Staff on February 15 abolished the Volkhov Front and transferred its formations to the Leningrad Front and the 2nd Baltic Front.



III. Case Analysis

The Novgorod–Luga Campaign achieved remarkable results: the Volkhov Front annihilated 8 German infantry divisions and 1 tank division, heavily damaged 4 divisions, and inflicted German losses of about 82,000 people, and the German army was forced to withdraw 150 km to the west. This battle liberated the two important towns of Novgorod and Luga, freed Leningrad from the German siege, liberated almost the entire territory of Leningrad Oblast and a part of Kalinin Oblast, and laid the foundation for the liberation of Estonia.

(I) Correct selection of the main thrust direction

In the Novgorod–Luga Campaign, the attacking forces broke through the opponent’s defense in two sectors nearly 200 km apart from each other; correctly choosing each thrust direction and breakthrough sector was the key to achieving rapid encirclement. The Volkhov Front’s 59th Army carried out thrusts in two directions in the offensive operation: one part carried out the main thrust from the Volkhov River bridgehead; the other part crossed Lake Ilmen from the area southeast of Novgorod and, along the converging direction, carried out a supporting thrust toward Lyubolyady. These two thrusts were aimed directly at the strongest flank grouping of the German 18th Army, which was conducive to rapidly achieving the purpose of the campaign. In particular, the units of the independent 58th Infantry Brigade and the 225th Infantry Division, acting as the supporting attack in the supporting direction south of Novgorod, unexpectedly crossed Lake Ilmen over thin ice at night, seized many strongpoints, and opened a breakthrough, effectively coordinating with the actions in the main attack direction, so that the campaign breakthrough was achieved rapidly and the operational process was accelerated.

(II) Establishing a strong force grouping with sustained assault power

Judging from the overall situation of the Leningrad–Novgorod campaign, the Leningrad Front, the Volkhov Front, and the 2nd Baltic Front held a relatively great superiority in total strength. In order to convert the superiority in forces into operational superiority, after concentrating a powerful offensive force grouping the Soviet army deployed its troops in echelons in depth, establishing not only a first echelon and a second echelon but also, according to the specific situation, a third echelon. For example, after the attacking units in the supporting direction south of Novgorod first broke through the enemy defensive sector, in order to rapidly expand the results the 59th Army resolutely adjusted the deployment, timing, and direction of the follow-on echelons entering combat, and 1 infantry division of its third echelon entered combat in this direction the day after the breakthrough was achieved. Because the multi-echelon organization raised the capability for sustained assault, the German main defensive zone north and south of Novgorod was broken through relatively quickly.

(III) Coordinated and consistent actions of all services and formations

Throughout the conduct of the campaign, the Soviet army attacked in winter in forest and swamp terrain and under bad weather conditions, and the formations often had to act in independent directions; although their operational areas were very far from each other, their operational actions always remained coordinated and consistent. After the campaign began, the Leningrad Front and the Volkhov Front, with the support of the ship guns, coastal guns, and aviation of the Red Banner Baltic Fleet, crushed the flank grouping of the German 18th Army and created conditions for developing the attack. After the Leningrad Front ended the Krasnoye Selo–Ropsha campaign, it broke out with its main force to the Luga River region, creating a favorable situation for the final liberation of Luga. The 2nd Baltic Front attacked in the Novosokolniki area, tying down the German 16th Army and making it unable to transfer forces to the vicinity of Leningrad and Novgorod. Soviet aviation and fleets always effectively supported the operations of the ground forces. All participating forces, under highly centralized and unified command, coordinated their operational actions and formed a powerful force to jointly attack and annihilate the tightly defended German army; this was the key to final victory in this large-scale offensive campaign.

(IV) Carrying out attack actions by surprise

This campaign was carried out in the extremely cold winter of the Baltic coastal region, under complex conditions such as forest and swamp terrain; the Soviet officers and men not only displayed a heroic and tenacious fighting style, but also, in complex and difficult circumstances, carried out attacks by surprise and achieved the effect of surprise victory. For example, in the supporting direction south of Novgorod, the independent 58th Infantry Brigade and the 225th Infantry Division, taking advantage of the dark of night, unexpectedly crossed Lake Ilmen over thin ice and, with a sudden night assault and relatively small losses, captured many strongpoints, providing excellent conditions for the follow-on echelons to enter combat. When the formations of the 59th Army were expanding their results north and south of Novgorod, although the officers and men struggled with difficulty to haul heavy weapons through the swamp, they ensured rapid arrival in the designated areas and guaranteed the rapid advance and rapid breakthrough of the troops, which played a key role in encircling and annihilating the German army.

(Feng Maogong)





3. The Battle of Moscow in World War II


(1941.9.30–1942.4.20)




Case Summary

During the Soviet-German War, in order to defend Moscow and smash the German assault groups attacking Moscow, the Soviet army carried out a series of defensive campaigns and counteroffensive campaigns in the area near Moscow. In this battle, the German army committed 76 divisions and 2 brigades, about 1.8 million men, 1,700 tanks, and 1,390 aircraft; the Soviet army committed 15 armies in all, about 1.25 million men, 990 tanks, and 677 aircraft. After more than half a year of fierce fighting, the Soviet army smashed the German attack on Moscow, annihilated and captured 500,000 German troops, smashed the German “blitzkrieg” plan and the myth of invincibility, and reversed the war situation.



I. Pre-War Situation

Since the German army launched a large-scale attack on the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, after more than three months of fierce fighting, by the end of September the German army had advanced to the line of Murmansk, Andreapol, west of Bryansk, Poltava, and Odessa. The front line was 300 to 400 km from Moscow. After replenishment, the German army again launched attacks in the three directions of Leningrad (now St. Petersburg), Moscow, and Rostov, with the seizure of Moscow as the main attack direction.

(I) German Forces Committed and Attack Intent

The forces with which the German army attacked Moscow were the “Center” Army Group (commander Field Marshal F. von Bock), commanding the 2nd, 4th, and 9th combined-arms armies and the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th armored armies, 76 divisions in all, with a total strength of about 1.8 million men, 1,700 tanks, and 1,390 aircraft, accounting for about 50% of the total strength of the German army on the Soviet-German battlefield, and its tanks accounting for about 70% of all its tanks.

The German intent in attacking Moscow was as follows: to split the Soviet defense from three directions, north, west, and southwest, encircle and annihilate the Soviet forces west of Moscow, and seize Moscow. The 9th Army and the 3rd Armored Army would strike from the area northeast of Smolensk toward Sychevka and then develop the attack toward Moscow and Kalinin; the 4th Army and the 4th Armored Army would strike from the Roslavl area toward Yukhnov and then continue from the west to attack Moscow; the 2nd Army and the 2nd Armored Army would strike from the area north of Shostka toward Orel and then develop the attack toward Tula and Moscow.

(II) Soviet Forces Committed and Defensive Deployment

In order to defend Moscow, the Soviet army successively established the Rzhev–Vyazma and Mozhaisk defensive lines on the approaches to Moscow, and on a front more than 700 km wide west of Moscow deployed the Western Front (commander Colonel General Konev), the Bryansk Front (commander Colonel General Yeremenko), and the Reserve Front (commander Marshal Budyonny) to carry out the defense. The total strength was 15 armies and 1 operational group, about 1.25 million men, 990 tanks, and 677 aircraft. The overall defensive intent was: relying on favorable terrain, to establish a defense deployed in depth and in echelons, to deny the German army a breakthrough toward Moscow, wear down the German army, gain time, and concentrate reserves, creating conditions for a counteroffensive. The forces and mission assignments of the fronts were as follows:

The Western Front, commanding the 22nd, 29th, 30th, 19th, 16th, and 20th Armies, organized defense on a 300 km front from Andreapol to Yelnya, mainly covering the three directions of Ostashkov, Rzhev, and Vyazma.

The Reserve Front used the 24th and 43rd Armies to organize defense on an 80 km front from Yelnya to Frolovka, mainly covering the Yelnya and Yukhnov directions, and in addition used the 31st, 49th, 32nd, and 33rd Armies to organize defense behind the Western Front, in order to strengthen the defense of the Ostashkov, Rzhev, Sychevka, Vyazma, and Kirov areas.

The Bryansk Front, commanding the 50th, 3rd, and 13th Armies and the Yermakov operational group, held a front of more than 300 km west of Bryansk and south of it, covering the directions of Bryansk, Trubchevsk, Sevsk, and Kursk.

In order to strengthen the defense in the Moscow direction, the Soviet Supreme High Command, first, formed within a depth of more than 300 km three defensive lines (the Rzhev–Vyazma defensive line, the Mozhaisk defensive line, and the Moscow defensive belt) with nine defensive zones and areas in all; second, built antitank minefields, antitank ditches, and various systems of obstacles; and third, camouflaged the main buildings, set up barrage balloon obstacles, and organized a tight air defense.

In the comparison of the forces of the German and Soviet armies, the German army held considerable superiority, with a 2-fold superiority in aircraft and a 3.3-fold superiority in tanks.

In early December 1941, the conditions for the Soviet army to go over to the counteroffensive and smash the enemy near Moscow had been prepared. Before that, the Soviet army had concentrated 6 reserve armies north and south of Moscow: 3 armies were incorporated into the Western Front, 2 armies served as the Supreme High Command reserve, and 1 army was incorporated into the Southwestern Front. The Soviet counteroffensive plan was: with the forces of 3 fronts, from the northeast and southwest toward the Vyazma direction, to carry out fierce converging thrusts against the flanks of the two German assault groups, in order to encircle and annihilate the main force of the “Center” Army Group. The basic task of the counteroffensive was to be carried out by the Western Front, with the Kalinin Front and the Southwestern Front carrying out thrusts on its north and south respectively. At this time the forces of the German “Center” Army Group were dispersed along a front line more than 1,000 km long, without prepared defensive positions or a campaign reserve, and lacked preparation for combat under winter conditions.

In early December 1941, the Soviet army launched the counteroffensive near Moscow, creating conditions for launching a general offensive. The German intent after being forced to go over to strategic defense was: to hold firmly the occupied areas, win time, and obtain the strategic reserves necessary for relaunching the offensive in spring. In order to deny the German army a breathing space, the Soviet Supreme High Command decided to launch a general offensive, forcing the German army to exhaust its reserves before spring. The main thrust direction of the Soviet army was chosen in the middle sector of the Soviet-German battlefield, to be carried out by the forces of the Western Front and the Kalinin Front, in coordination with the left-wing forces of the Northwestern Front, in order to smash the German “Center” Army Group.



II. Course of Operations

The Battle of Moscow, according to the nature of the Soviet army’s operational actions, can be divided into three stages: defense, counteroffensive, and general offensive.

(I) The Soviet Army Conducts Defense

The Soviet defense stage was divided into defense on the distant approaches and defense on the near approaches.


	Defense on the distant approaches. On September 30, 1941, the German 4th and 2nd armored groups began local attacks toward Yukhnov and Sevsk. On October 2, the main force of the German “Center” Army Group launched a general offensive along the broad front line from Andreapol to Sevsk. Fierce fighting unfolded in the Vyazma area and the Bryansk area. The Soviet army carried out hard defensive battles and a series of counterthrusts, but could not stop the German advance. On October 7, the German army encircled, west of Vyazma and to its northwest, the main force of the Soviet Western Front and Reserve Front, 4 armies in all. By the 13th, most of the encircled Soviet forces were annihilated, and some broke out and withdrew to the Mozhaisk defensive line.



In order to further strengthen the defense of Moscow and prevent the German army from approaching Moscow frontally, the Soviet Supreme High Command added to the Mozhaisk defensive line 11 infantry divisions, 16 tank brigades, more than 40 artillery regiments, and other units. The 5th, 16th, 43rd, and 49th Armies were reorganized and replenished, and by mid-October already had 90,000 men, concentrated respectively in several of the most important directions such as Volokolamsk, Mozhaisk, and Kaluga. On October 10, the Soviet army merged the Reserve Front into the Western Front, under the command of General Zhukov. In October the Soviet Defense Committee decided to establish the Moscow defensive area, mobilized 45,000 citizens to build fortifications, newly built a number of militia divisions, and made preparations for street fighting.

In the Bryansk direction, the German army captured Orel on October 3. South of Bryansk it encircled 3 armies of the Bryansk Front, and the Soviet army fought while withdrawing east. By October 23, most of the encircled Soviet forces were annihilated, and some broke out of the encirclement and organized defense in the Tula area.

On October 10, the German 3rd Armored Army attacked toward Kalinin, and on the 14th captured the city of Kalinin. On the 17th, the Soviet army, taking the right-wing forces of the Western Front (the 22nd, 29th, 30th, and 31st Armies) as the basis, formed the Kalinin Front. On the 18th and 19th, the Kalinin Front carried out a powerful counterthrust from three directions, west, north, and east of the city of Kalinin, forcing the German army to go over to the defense and smashing the German intent to outflank Moscow from the northwest.

On October 29, the German 2nd Armored Army approached Tula, and on the 30th launched an attack on Tula; after 3 days of fierce fighting the German army lost more than 100 tanks, and by early November the German army was forced to go over to the defense west and south of Tula.

On November 7, in order to celebrate the 24th anniversary of the October Socialist Revolution, with the German army approaching Moscow, Stalin as usual reviewed troops on Red Square, and the reviewed troops went directly to the front. On November 10, the Soviet Supreme High Command decided to hand the defense mission of Tula to the Western Front and abolished the Bryansk Front, with its 50th Army transferred to the Western Front and its 3rd and 13th Armies transferred to the Southwestern Front.

In early November, the German army attacking Moscow from the west was also forced to go over to the defense in the Mozhaisk and Aleksin areas. In one month of attacking, the German army advanced 230 to 250 km toward Moscow, but its strength was seriously weakened. Here the first German attack on Moscow failed, and the German army began preparing a second attack.


	Defense on the near approaches. In order to prepare the second attack, the German army organized the main force of the “Center” Army Group into two assault groups, intending to carry out deep outflanking thrusts on both flanks of the Soviet Western Front in order to encircle the main force of the Soviet army west of Moscow. At the same time, the German army planned to thrust toward Moscow from the central sector in order to seize Moscow. According to the situation in the Moscow direction and the German intent, the Soviet Supreme High Command took the following measures:



First, it ordered the Western Front to hold firmly the area east of the Lama River, the Nara River, Tula, and Bogoroditsk, to stop the German thrust toward Moscow with an active and tenacious defense, and to carry out counterblows and counterthrusts in directions such as Volokolamsk and Serpukhov. It ordered the Kalinin Front and the Southwestern Front to hold their positions firmly and at the same time to pin down the German army with counterblows and counterthrusts.

Second, it planned to concentrate 6 reserve armies at the end of November and the beginning of December in order to carry out large-scale maneuver.

Third, it strengthened the works and forces of the Moscow defensive area, building three defensive areas within a depth of 50 to 60 km near Moscow. By the end of November the defending forces had been increased by 2 armies.

Fourth, it strengthened the aviation held by the Supreme High Command and the activities of the partisans of the various oblasts near the front line, and strengthened the defense in the main directions, especially antitank defense.

On November 15, the German army from the north struck the Kalinin Front’s 30th Army (which was incorporated into the Western Front on the 17th), thereby beginning the second attack on Moscow. On the 16th the German army struck the right wing of the Western Front’s 16th Army, and from Volokolamsk advanced toward Istra, intending to outflank Moscow from the north.

At the end of November, after paying heavy losses, the German army advanced from the north to the line of Yakhroma, Kryukovo (25 to 30 km from Moscow), and Kubinka, and forced the Nara River. From the end of November to early December, the Soviet army used the 1st Shock Army and the 20th and 16th Armies to carry out counterthrusts in areas such as Yakhroma and Kryukovo, and began pressing the German army back. At the same time, the assault group of the Soviet 33rd Army, in coordination with the 5th Army, restored the situation on the Nara River. The German army went over to the defense in this direction.

On the left wing of the Western Front, on November 18 the German army began attacking south of Tula, carrying out the main thrust along the Tula and Kashira directions, intending to outflank Moscow from the south. After 10 days of fierce fighting, the German army advanced to the areas east of Tula and its northeast and the southern part of Kashira, and Tula was encircled on three sides. But the Soviet 50th Army held the Tula defensive area throughout, so that the German army could not develop the attack toward Moscow. On November 27, the Guards Cavalry 1st Corps of the Soviet 49th Army carried out a powerful counterthrust against the German forces south of Kashira, and by December 5 had driven back the German 2nd Armored Army. At this time the Soviet 50th Army repulsed the German thrust north of Tula. The German intent to outflank Moscow from the south was also finally smashed.

By the end of December 5, the German attack in the central sector of the Western Front was also repulsed, the second German attack on Moscow had failed again, and the defensive stage of the Battle of Moscow came to an end.

(II) The Soviet Army Goes Over to the Counteroffensive

On December 5 and 6, 1941, the Soviet army, taking advantage of the favorable moment when the German army had lost its offensive momentum, launched a counteroffensive by surprise. On December 8 the German army was forced to go over to the defense.

On December 6, the Western Front launched the counteroffensive. The task of its right-wing 4 armies (the 30th, 1st Shock, 20th, and 16th Armies) was to annihilate the German groupings in the Klin, Solnechnogorsk, and Istra areas. On the 8th the Soviet army captured Kryukovo, and the main German force withdrew to the Istra area; the Soviet army, taking tank units as the basis, established 2 assault groups, which carried out outflanking maneuver against the German flank and rear from the north and south, and on the 11th liberated Istra. On the 12th the Soviet army liberated Solnechnogorsk. On the 15th the Soviet army broke through the German Istra defensive line and on the same day encircled the German Klin grouping, forcing the German army to withdraw to the west of the Lama River. On the 16th the Soviet army began a pursuit along the entire line, on the 20th liberated Volokolamsk, and on the 21st reached the Lama River and Ruza River area. The Soviet army tried to break through the defense on the move, but did not succeed, and therefore temporarily halted the attack. From December 6 to 25, the Soviet army advanced 70 to 100 km to the west. The German 3rd Armored Army and 4th Armored Army suffered heavy losses.

The task of the Western Front’s left-wing 3 armies (the 10th, 50th, and 49th Armies) was to annihilate the German 2nd Armored Army in the Tula area. On the 6th, the 10th Army launched a counteroffensive and made smooth progress, and on the 11th liberated Stalinogorsk. On the 7th, the Guards Cavalry 1st Corps compressed the German army southward from the Mordves area. On the 8th, the main force of the 50th Army thrust south from the Tula area in order to cut off the German retreat to the west, but because of stubborn German resistance did not occupy Shchekino until the 17th. On the 14th, the 49th Army began its counteroffensive, on the 19th liberated Aleksin, and advanced to the area north of Tarusa. The armies on the 20th continued to pursue the German army westward. The mobile group of the 50th Army attacked into Kaluga on the 21st. By the end of December, the left-wing forces of the Western Front had advanced 130 km, heavily damaged the German 2nd Armored Army, and defeated the German southern assault group.

From December 13 to 18, the 5th, 33rd, and 43rd Armies in the central sector of the Western Front went over to the counteroffensive in succession, pinning down the German forces facing them with active actions and preparing to go over to the general offensive.

From December 5, the assault group of the Kalinin Front, 9 divisions in all, broke through the German defense from the east and west sectors of Kalinin, and after 10 days of fierce fighting smashed a series of German counterthrusts and on the 16th liberated the city of Kalinin. Thereafter the Soviet army continued to break through the German defense. By January 7, 1942, the right wing of the Kalinin Front had advanced to the Volga River area; the central route broke through the new defensive line the German army had organized along the right bank of the Volga River and encircled Rzhev from the west and southwest. The counteroffensive of the Kalinin Front advanced the Soviet army 60 to 120 km, heavily damaged the German 9th Army, and formed an encirclement posture against the German forces operating opposite the Western Front.

On December 18, the Soviet Supreme High Command, on the left wing of the Western Front, formed the Bryansk Front from the 3rd and 13th Armies, and on the 24th incorporated the 61st Army into that front. While the Western Front was advancing victoriously, the Bryansk Front in the second half of December attacked toward Orel, advancing 30 to 110 km. By the end of December the Soviet army was blocked by organized German resistance and went over to the defense. By early January 1942, the Soviet army’s counteroffensive in the western strategic direction was complete. The Soviet army eliminated the danger of Tula being encircled and broke out to the Rzhev, Lama River, Ruza River, Borovsk, Mosalsk, Belyov, and Verkhovye areas, driving the German army back 100 to 250 km. 38 German divisions suffered losses, 15 of them heavily.

(III) The Soviet Army Launches the General Offensive

The Soviet Supreme High Command decided, on the basis of the counteroffensive of the previous stage and taking advantage of the favorable moment, to launch a general offensive in the western, northwestern, and southwestern strategic directions, with the western front as the main one. From January 8 to April 20, the Western Front and the Kalinin Front carried out the Rzhev–Vyazma offensive campaign and the Toropets–Kholm offensive campaign.

In early January, the Western Front’s 5th and 33rd Armies launched an attack toward Mozhaisk. On the 10th, the 20th, 1st Shock, and 16th Armies also successively launched attacks westward. On the 20th, the Soviet army occupied Mozhaisk, an important German resistance hub. In order to coordinate with the frontal forces in encircling the German forces in the Vyazma area, the Soviet army carried out airborne landings in the area south of Vyazma in January and February. Because it lacked sufficient experience in carrying out large-scale offensive operations and lacked forces and weapons, especially mobile troops, it was unable to encircle the main force of the German “Center” Army Group. In the January offensive, the Western Front broke through the German solid fortified defense along the Lama River and the Ruza River and advanced 40 to 100 km to the west.

On January 8, the Kalinin Front’s 39th Army broke through the German defense west of Rzhev, and the 29th Army entered combat right behind the 39th Army. By the end of January, the left wing of the Kalinin Front had advanced only 10 to 30 km to the southwest. The 22nd Army on January 15 launched an attack from Selizharovo toward Bely, progressing relatively fast, and by the end of January had advanced 120 km to the southwest.

While the Kalinin Front and the Western Front were carrying out thrusts, the left-wing forces of the Northwestern Front, the 3rd and 4th Shock Armies (incorporated into the Kalinin Front on January 22), carried out the Toropets–Kholm offensive campaign, began thrusting from the Ostashkov area on January 9, and by February 6 had advanced about 250 km toward the Vitebsk direction.

From February to April, the Kalinin Front and the Western Front repeatedly tried to break through the German defense, but because of stubborn German resistance the Soviet attempts did not succeed. During this period, German reinforcements from western Europe (12 divisions and 2 brigades) and the northern-wing forces of the “Center” Army Group carried out counterthrusts north of Yukhnov and in the Rzhev area respectively, and the Soviet situation deteriorated sharply. On April 20, the Soviet Supreme High Command ordered a shift to the defense and the withdrawal of the forces operating on exterior lines, and the Battle of Moscow ended here.

The Soviet counteroffensive and general offensive caused the German army its first crushing defeat in World War II, and the German army was defeated and retreated westward 100 to 350 km. Moscow Oblast, Kalinin Oblast, Tula Oblast, and Ryazan Oblast in their entirety, and a part each of Smolensk Oblast and Orel Oblast, were declared liberated. The German army lost more than 500,000 men, 1,300 tanks, 2,500 guns, more than 15,000 vehicles, and much other technical equipment.



III. Case Analysis

The Soviet army’s victory in the Battle of Moscow smashed Hitler’s strategic intent of blitz quick victory, caused the German army to suffer its first major defeat since World War II, and laid the foundation for fundamentally reversing the situation on the Soviet-German battlefield. This victory broke the myth of the German army’s “invincibility,” strengthened the confidence of the Soviet people in seizing final victory, and at the same time greatly encouraged the peoples of all countries struggling against fascism, promoted the formation and development of the world anti-fascist united front, and laid the foundation for the final victory over fascism in World War II.

(I) Conducting active defense

In the defensive campaign, in order to disrupt the German offensive preparations and prevent its expansion in depth, the Soviet army carried out a series of counterblows and counterthrusts. For example, on October 18 and 19, forces of 4 armies were transferred from the Western Front to carry out a powerful counterthrust against the Kalinin area, forcing the German army to go over to the defense. From the end of November to early December, the 1st Shock Army and the 20th and 16th Armies carried out counterthrusts in areas such as Yakhroma and Kryukovo, effectively pressing the German army back. Another example is that on November 27, the Guards Cavalry 1st Corps of the 49th Army carried out a counterthrust in the Kashira area, thereby lifting the German threat to Tula.

(II) Establishing large-scale defensive forces and a defensive system of great depth

The Soviet army deployed on a front of 700 to 1,000 km 3 fronts with a total of 15 armies, 1 operational group, and 500,000 civilians, employed large numbers of technical weapons, and established defensive forces of vast scale, which effectively stopped the German attack. And within a depth of 300 km in the main operational direction, it built nine defensive zones and areas, adopted engineering construction of a trench system in local defensive zones, and always maintained a deep campaign disposition, so that the German army could not carry out extensive encirclement and outflanking movements. The Soviet army’s measures of defense against German tanks were: first, antitank strongpoints and antitank areas deployed in depth and in echelons were set up near the main directions and main roads; second, artillery was used to strike the German tanks and was concentrated in the main directions; third, forces and weapons were used in a mobile manner; fourth, various antitank minefields, scarps, ditches, and other obstacles were set up. Thereby the German tanks were forced to leave the roads to attack, the speed of the German attack was slowed, and the German tanks suffered heavy losses.

(III) Establishing and using reserve forces in a timely manner

While organizing large numbers of troops in the deep rear, the Soviet Supreme High Command also drew some forces from secondary defensive directions as reserves, and used the reserves in a timely and correct manner, which played an important role in winning the defensive campaign. In the campaign, because the Soviet army promptly used powerful reserves to join the battle in the Kalinin, Volokolamsk, Mozhaisk, Kaluga, Tula, and Orel areas, it stopped the first German attack on Moscow. When the German army made its second attack on Moscow, the Soviet Supreme High Command timely used reserves and put them into combat in the main directions, again stopping the second German attack, gaining time, and creating conditions for going over to the counteroffensive.

(IV) Seizing the favorable moment and organizing the counteroffensive in a timely manner

In the course of the defense, the Soviet army, according to the progress of operations and the comparison of forces of the two sides, promptly organized combat forces for the counteroffensive, which laid the foundation for winning the defensive campaign. For example, beginning on December 5, according to the operational situation, the Soviet army adjusted its force deployment and promptly organized the Western Front, the Kalinin Front, and the Bryansk Front to carry out the counteroffensive, and in only 20 to 25 days drove the German army westward 100 to 250 km and caused the German “Center” Army Group heavy losses. This not only eliminated the direct German threat to Moscow and seized strategic initiative, but also smashed the myth that “the German army is invincible.”

(Yao Zengtong)





4. The Battle of Stalingrad in World War II


(1942.7.17–1943.2.2)




Case Summary

During the Soviet-German War in World War II, in order to defend Stalingrad (now Volgograd) and to prepare to go over to the counteroffensive and annihilate the German groupings once conditions permitted, the Soviet army fought a large-scale pitched battle against the German army by means of a series of strategic offensive and defensive campaigns. In this battle the forces committed by both sides exceeded 2 million men; the Soviet army destroyed 1.5 million troops of the German army and the armies of its satellite states, accounting for 25% of the total strength of the fascist bloc on the Soviet-German battlefield at that time, and destroyed or captured 3,500 tanks and assault guns, 12,000 guns and mortars, and about 3,000 aircraft, which greatly consumed the German army’s manpower and created favorable conditions for the Soviet army to go over to the counteroffensive. The victory in the battle strengthened the conviction of the people of the whole world that the anti-fascist struggle would surely be won, shook all of fascist Germany, and shook the satellite states’ trust in it. This battle was not only the turning point of the Soviet-German War, but also an important sign of the historic turning point of the whole of World War II.



I. Pre-War Situation

In November 1941, the German army mounted its attack on Moscow, and the Soviet army carried out winter counteroffensive operations, which put the German army into a position of retreat and defense and forced it to abandon its plan of a general offensive. After the winter campaign ended, the front lines of the Soviet and German sides were in an interlocking, dog-toothed state, with the positions wedged into each other, and the salients of both sides reached a depth of as much as several tens of kilometers. After a winter and spring of active preparation, in early May 1942 the Soviet Union and Germany each began new military operations, creating conditions for their respective large-scale offensives.

(I) The German High Command’s Intent and Force Deployment

In the winter of 1941, the Soviet army carried out a counteroffensive, and through several offensive campaigns in the preceding stage the main force of the German army suffered heavy damage and was forced to abandon its plan of a general offensive; in the summer of 1942 it changed to carrying out a focused offensive on the southern line. At the end of June, the Soviet army suffered reverses in campaigns such as Kharkov and the Crimea, so that the German army regained the strategic initiative on the southern wing. Thereupon the German army, with powerful assault groupings, began to develop the attack in the Stalingrad direction and the Caucasus direction.

The intent of the German High Command was: to concentrate its main force on the southern wing of the Soviet-German battlefield, carry out the main thrust in the Stalingrad direction, encircle and annihilate the Soviet forces between the Northern Donets River and the Don River, and seize Stalingrad; then to attack northward, outflank Moscow from the east, coordinate with the frontal attack grouping, and seize Moscow by a pincer attack from east and west. At the same time, it would carry out supporting thrusts in the directions of Grozny and Baku, in order to draw the Soviet reserves south to relieve those directions, and would occupy the Caucasus and Baku and seize grain and oil resources.

The German army scheduled the capture of Stalingrad for July 25 and the occupation of Baku for September 25. It decided to use 2 army groups to realize this plan: Army Group “A” would attack to the south, and Army Group “B” would attack to the north. The main German force operating in the Stalingrad direction was the 6th Army of Army Group “B” (commander Colonel General F. Paulus, commanding 13 divisions, of which 2 were tank divisions, about 270,000 men, about 3,000 guns and mortars, and 500 tanks) and the 4th Panzer Army (commanding 3 corps), with the 4th Air Fleet (nearly 1,200 combat aircraft) providing air support. In the course of the operations, the Italian 8th Army, the Romanian 3rd Army, the 4th Army, and others were also committed successively.

(II) The Soviet Supreme High Command’s Intent and Force Deployment

The intent of the Soviet Supreme High Command was: to organize a positional defense on the southern wing of the Soviet-German battlefield, resolutely hold Stalingrad, and destroy the attacking German army. It would first weaken the German grouping attacking Stalingrad and halt its attack; then accumulate strength and, when conditions permitted, go over to the counteroffensive and annihilate the main strategic grouping of the German army.

To this end, on July 12, 1942 the Soviet army formed the Stalingrad Front (commander Marshal of the Soviet Union Timoshenko, and from July 23 Lieutenant General Gordov), and successively moved strategic reserves forward and continuously accumulated combat supplies in preparation for the counteroffensive. The Stalingrad Front was formed from the High Command reserve’s 62nd, 63rd, and 64th Armies, the 21st, 28th, 38th, and 57th Armies of the former Southwestern Front, 7 combined-arms armies in all, and the 8th Air Army. A defense was organized over the broad area from the line of Pavlovsk and Verkhne-Kurmoyarskaya to the west bank of the Volga; its defensive front was 520 km and its defensive depth was 160 to 180 km (including the forward detachment position, that is, the campaign covering zone, of 40 to 60 km).

(III) The Stalingrad Front’s Defensive Deployment

Stalingrad, originally named Tsaritsyn, is located on the west bank of the lower Volga, about 60 km east of the great bend of the Don. It was an important port on the Volga, the Soviet Union’s main inland waterway artery, a hub of railway transport in the south of the Soviet Union, and an important industrial city; it was also the political, economic, and cultural center of the Soviet Union in the southeast of Europe, an important military industrial base and strategic point. Before the war its population was about 445,000, and it had 126 factories of various kinds, including the largest tractor plant in the Soviet Union (which had been converted to tank production in wartime), as well as metallurgical plants, artillery and ammunition plants, shipyards, petroleum machinery plants, and building materials plants, which gave it important strategic significance militarily. The urban area is long and narrow along the west bank of the Volga, about 45 km long north to south, with uneven, undulating terrain, many depressions and gullies, and quite a few tall and solid buildings. The Volga on the east side of the urban area is 1 to 2 km wide, with steep banks and a water depth of 5 to 24 m. South of the urban area there is a chain of long, narrow lakes, and further south are the oil-rich foothills of the Caucasus. In the western suburbs of the city there is a series of highlands, and the distant approaches are a flat steppe with crisscrossing rivers, the largest of which is the Don, 140 to 400 m wide and 2 to 15 m deep.

The Stalingrad Front concentrated its main forces and weapons on the left wing and held powerful reserves, preparing to carry out counterthrusts in two directions, west and southwest. The front’s first echelon was 4 armies: the 63rd Army was formed of 6 infantry divisions and 3 tank brigades, with a defensive front of 250 km; the 21st Army was formed of 3 infantry divisions, with a defensive front of 60 km; the 62nd Army was formed of 6 infantry divisions and 6 independent tank battalions, with a defensive front of 90 km; the 64th Army was formed of 4 infantry divisions and 3 tank brigades, with a defensive front of 120 km. The front’s reserve was 3 armies: the 57th Army assembled north of Stalingrad; the 28th Army (later redesignated the 4th Tank Army) assembled in the Kachalinskaya area; and the 38th Army (later redesignated the 1st Tank Army) assembled in the area south of Kalach.

The air defense of the front and the urban area was undertaken by the 8th Air Army’s fighter aviation, the Stalingrad Air Defense Army (that is, the anti-aircraft artillery group), and the anti-aircraft artillery of the various armies. The 8th Air Army was also charged with missions such as aerial reconnaissance, covering the concentration and deployment of the various armies, and supporting the main operational actions of the various armies.

The Stalingrad Front established a defensive position system of great depth and multiple echelons within the defensive area. On the east side of the Chir River forward positions were constructed. North and east of the forward positions were the defensive positions of the first-echelon armies. East of the great bend of the Don, four defensive belts (defensive zones) were constructed in succession: the outer defensive belt was about 500 km long and about 60 km from the urban area; the middle defensive belt was about 150 km long and about 30 km from the urban area; the inner defensive belt was about 70 km long and about 15 km from the urban area; and the urban defensive belt was constructed along the edge of the urban area and was about 50 km long. Because of the pressure of time, these defensive belts were still unfinished when the campaign began, although about 200,000 people were turned out every day to take part in their construction. Because what was constructed was field fortifications, they were not solid.

During the defensive period the Soviet army moved a large number of reserves toward the Stalingrad direction and made preparations for the counteroffensive. The forces taking part in the counteroffensive were organized into 3 fronts: the former Stalingrad Front was renamed the Don Front, commanding the 65th, 24th, and 66th Armies and the 16th Air Army, defending the area from Kletskaya to Yerzovka. The former Southeastern Front was renamed the Stalingrad Front, commanding the 62nd, 64th, 57th, 51st, and 28th Armies and the 8th Air Army, defending the line from Stalingrad to Astrakhan. The newly formed Southwestern Front commanded the 1st Guards Army (formerly the 63rd Army), the 21st Army, the 5th Tank Army, and the 17th Air Army, defending the middle reaches of the Don. The 3 fronts together comprised 10 combined-arms armies, 1 tank army, and 3 air armies.

The German army facing them totaled 48 divisions; the German 6th Army and 4th Panzer Army were pinned down at Stalingrad, with their northern flank covered by the Italian 8th Army and the Romanian 3rd Army, and their southern flank covered by the Romanian 4th Army.



II. Course of Operations

The course of the Battle of Stalingrad can be divided into two periods, namely the Soviet army’s defensive period and the Soviet army’s counteroffensive period.

(I) The Soviet Army’s Defensive Period

The Soviet army’s defensive period can be divided into three stages, namely operations on the distant approaches, operations on the near approaches, and defensive operations in the urban area.


	Operations on the distant approaches. The defensive campaign began on the distant approaches of Stalingrad. From July 17, the forward detachments of the 62nd and 64th Armies put up fierce resistance against the German army for 6 days and nights on the line of the Chir River and the Tsimla River, forcing the German 6th Army to deploy a part of its main force, and thereby winning the Soviet army time to improve its defense. On the 22nd, the German army reached the front of the main defensive zone of the Soviet 62nd and 64th Armies. On the 23rd, the German northern assault group carried out its main thrust against the right wing of the Soviet 62nd Army, and before the end of the 24th had broken through that army’s main defensive zone and surrounded nearly 2 divisions of Soviet troops. The Soviet army at once used the front reserve’s 13th Tank Corps to carry out a counterthrust, but failed to restore the defensive position. On the 25th and 27th, the Soviet 1st and 4th Tank Armies carried out converging thrusts from Kachalinskaya and Kalach respectively toward Verkhne-Buzinovka; after stubborn fighting, although the original defensive posture was not restored, the nearly 2 divisions of Soviet troops that had been surrounded were relieved, and the German army suffered enormous losses and halted its advance.



On July 26, the German southern assault group began to attack, forcing the right wing of the Soviet 64th Army to fall back, and the German army threatened Stalingrad from the southwest. The Soviet army immediately strengthened the defense in this direction and carried out a counterthrust with the 23rd Tank Corps and 2 infantry divisions, thereby halting the German attack. The German army then changed its main assault direction to the direction along the Kotelnikovo–Stalingrad railway, and transferred the 4th Panzer Army, which was in the Caucasus, to that direction. On July 30, the German army broke through the defense of the 51st Army at the junction of the two Soviet fronts, and on August 5 the German 4th Panzer Army reached the Abganerovo area, where it was stopped by stubborn Soviet resistance.

At this time, the Soviet Supreme High Command adjusted its deployment and divided the Stalingrad Front into the Southeastern Front and the Stalingrad Front. The Southeastern Front commanded the 64th, 57th, and 51st Armies, the 1st Guards Army then moving forward, the 13th Tank Corps, and the 8th Air Army; the Stalingrad Front commanded the 63rd, 21st, and 62nd Armies, the 4th Tank Army, the 23rd Tank Corps, and the 16th Air Army. On August 9, the Soviet 64th Army and 13th Tank Corps, with the support of aviation and artillery, carried out a counterthrust, destroyed 3 German regiments and more than a hundred tanks, and forced the German army to go over to the defense.

After reorganizing, the German army in the north carried out two thrusts northwest of Kalach on August 7, forcing 3 divisions of the Soviet 62nd Army to withdraw to the east bank of the Don, while some other forces were surrounded by the German army. On August 17, the German army occupied the entire area on the west bank of the Don, and the Soviet army was forced to withdraw to the outer defensive belt east of the Don.

The Soviet army’s defensive operations on the distant approaches lasted one month and failed to stop the German advance. The German army pushed forward 50 to 70 km and reached the west bank of the Don. This situation drew the serious attention of the Soviet Supreme High Command. In mid-August, Stalin dispatched Malenkov, member of the Defense Committee and Secretary of the Central Committee, and Vasilevsky, Chief of the General Staff, who flew to the Stalingrad front to observe and to help the two front commanders strengthen defensive measures, and he appointed Colonel General Yeremenko to exercise unified command over the two fronts in the Stalingrad area.


	Operations on the near approaches. In mid-August, the German army gave considerable reinforcement to its southern and northern assault groups. From August 19, the German army launched an attack again, carrying out converging thrusts simultaneously from the west and the southwest, striving to seize Stalingrad, and sent out several thousand sorties of aircraft to bomb the city intensively. The northern group’s 6th Army, with 9 divisions, and the southern group’s 4th Panzer Army, with 9 divisions, carried out a pincer attack on Stalingrad, and deployed 2 divisions at Kalach in the front to cooperate with each other. After 3 days of fierce fighting, the northern 6th Army forced a crossing of the Don, broke through the Soviet defense, and on the 23rd reached the bank of the Volga north of Stalingrad, creating a serious threat to the urban area. On August 23, the 14th Panzer Corps of the 6th Army broke through to the Volga north of Stalingrad. The German army intended to seize the city by an assault from the north along the Volga. The units of the corps-level air defense area of Stalingrad played an important role in resisting this assault. On the same day, German aviation sent out about 2,000 sorties of aircraft and carried out a frenzied indiscriminate bombing of Stalingrad. In the air battles over the city, Soviet pilots and anti-aircraft gunners together shot down 120 aircraft. The Soviet command adopted measures to destroy the German grouping that had broken through to the Volga. The Supreme High Command Headquarters transferred the 24th and 66th Armies from its reserves and, together with the armies of the Stalingrad Front, carried out flank counterthrusts against the German army from the north. This drew away part of the forces of the German 6th Army and improved the situation of the defenders of Stalingrad. The German army was halted in the northwestern suburbs. The Soviet army mustered all kinds of forces and, while strengthening the defense of the urban area, twice carried out counterthrusts against the enemy in the north, weakening the German strength. On August 27, the Soviet command reinforced the Stalingrad Front with the 1st Guards Army and the 66th and 24th Armies.



On August 29, the German 4th Panzer Army in the south reached the Gavrilovka area, seriously threatening the flank and rear of the Soviet troops defending Stalingrad on its front, and the Soviet army was forced to withdraw to the inner defensive belt to continue resisting the German attack. In early September, the Soviet 1st Guards Army and the 24th and 66th Armies, supported by the 16th Air Army, carried out counterthrusts against the German army in the north, forcing the German army to transfer 8 infantry divisions and 3 tank divisions northward, thereby relieving the pressure on the front of Stalingrad. On September 12, the German army in the south continued to push eastward, and the front line was only 2 to 10 km from the urban area of Stalingrad; the Soviet army was forced to fall back to hold the urban area and the northern and southern flanks, and thereafter the defense of the city was the joint responsibility of the 62nd Army, commanded by Lieutenant General Chuikov, and the 64th Army, commanded by Major General Shumilov. Fierce street fighting unfolded in the city, and the resistance to the German attack continued.


	Defensive operations in the urban area. The Soviet troops defending the urban area of Stalingrad were the Southeastern Front’s 62nd Army, whose defensive forward edge ran along the line of Rynok, Orlovka, east of Gorodishche, east of Sadovaya, and west of Kuporosnoye. The defensive front was about 50 km, and the depth 3 to 10 km.



The German forces used in the Stalingrad direction reached 50 divisions, of which the forces directly attacking the urban area were 13 divisions and 500 tanks, more than 4 times the Soviet 62nd Army.

On September 13, the struggle for the urban area unfolded in full, and the German 6th Army and 4th Panzer Army concentrated forces to attack the central and southern parts of the urban area, while the Soviet military and civilians used the buildings in the city to form solid strongpoints and defensive hubs and put up stubborn resistance, and organized many assault groups that continually carried out counterassaults. From the 14th to the 15th, the German army carried out a fierce assault on the Soviet 62nd Army, and the two sides fought intense street and alley battles in the outskirts of the city such as Mamayev Kurgan. After two days of fierce fighting, 2,000 German soldiers were killed, and the Soviet army also suffered heavy losses. On the 14th, the German army concentrated forces to attack Mamayev Kurgan and Railway Station No. 1, using the strength of 4 divisions on a front of less than 4 km, while the Soviet army struck the German army by combining defense with counterattack. The struggle for Railway Station No. 1 lasted a week, and the station changed hands repeatedly, 13 times in all, and on one day was lost and retaken 4 times. Sparing no casualties, the German army attacked continuously for 13 days, and by the 25th had occupied the southern part of the city and a part of the central part, and had reached the Volga bank. At this time, the defensive positions of the Soviet 62nd Army in the urban area had formed a long, narrow strip about 25 km long north to south and only a few hundred meters wide east to west. The command posts of the army and of the divisions were only 200 to 800 m from the forward edge. On the 27th, the German army concentrated 5 divisions and launched an attack on the industrial district in the north of the city, and on October 14 and November 11 respectively captured the Tractor Plant and the southern part of the “Barrikady” (Barricades) Plant, breaking through to the Volga bank. At this time, the defensive positions of the Soviet 62nd Army were divided into three isolated parts, of which the largest was in the Rynok area, with an area of about 14 square kilometers; the medium one was south of the Red October Plant, with an area of about 1 square kilometer; and the smallest was on the east side of the “Barrikady” Plant, with an area of only 0.28 square kilometers. Relying on these three small pieces of position, the Soviet army fought to the death, tying down the city-attacking forces of 2 German armies, about 170,000 men, and held out until the great counteroffensive.

In order to take Stalingrad, the German army continually increased its forces and the density of its firepower; in October alone it assembled replacement troops of about 200,000 men, 90 artillery battalions, and 40 engineer battalions. By early October, on the defensive front of the Soviet 62nd Army the German assault groupings already amounted to 8 divisions and 300 tanks. While carrying out violent ground attacks on Stalingrad, the German army also carried out large-scale air raids. During the 67 days of struggle for the urban area, the German army sent out on average 1,000 to 1,500 sorties of aircraft every day and night, and at most 2,500 sorties in a single day and night.

In order to strengthen the strength of the city’s defense, from September 10 to October 16 the Soviet army, using the cover of night, forced crossings of the Volga and successively reinforced the urban area with 10 infantry divisions, 2 tank brigades, and 1 infantry brigade. During the urban defensive operations, the Soviet army repeatedly counterattacked the German army south and north of the city, forcing the German army to draw forces from the city-attacking troops to cope, thereby weakening the German city-attacking strength and relieving and improving the difficult situation of the 62nd Army.

On November 11, when the Soviet army had fully completed its counteroffensive preparations, although the German army had already broken into 6 of the 7 districts of the city, its last assault still failed to occupy the whole city. Through the fierce fighting on the approaches to Stalingrad and in the urban area, the German army’s offensive strength had been nearly exhausted. The German army had successively assembled forces of up to 50 divisions and attacked Stalingrad for as long as 4 months, yet never realized its strategic intent. The Soviet army successfully halted the German attack, killing and wounding more than 680,000 men and destroying more than 1,000 tanks and more than 1,400 aircraft; taking advantage of the favorable opportunity that the German army was pinned down before Stalingrad, the Soviet army quietly massed its forces and completed its counteroffensive preparations.

At this point, the defensive stage of the Battle of Stalingrad came to an end.

(II) The Soviet Army’s Counteroffensive Period

The combat actions of the Soviet army in the counteroffensive period were likewise divided into three stages, namely encircling the German 6th Army and part of the 4th Panzer Army, and smashing the German groupings.


	The Soviet army breaks through the German defense and encircles the German 6th Army and part of the 4th Panzer Army at Stalingrad. The Soviet counteroffensive intent was to pin the German 6th Army and 4th Panzer Army tightly in the Stalingrad area, then carry out two powerful thrusts on their two flanks, attacking in the general direction of Kalach, to encircle and annihilate all the German troops in the Stalingrad area.



The Southwestern Front: on November 19 the infantry launched the attack, and the mobile formations of each first-echelon army (the 5th Tank Army and the 21st Army), in coordination with the first-echelon infantry divisions, broke through the defensive zone of the Romanian 3rd Army, and by the end of that day had advanced 35 km. On the 21st and 22nd, the Soviet mobile formations continued to advance toward the Don, and on the 23rd captured Kalach and Sovetsky, beat back German counterattacks, and linked up with the mobile formations of the Stalingrad Front. The Stalingrad Front: it launched its attack on November 20, and that afternoon the mobile formations of the 57th and 51st Armies entered the breach, reaching the Sovetsky area on the 22nd, advancing 45 km per day on average. From the 22nd to the 23rd they beat back successive German counterattacks and made contact with the mobile formations of the Southwestern Front, completing the encirclement of the German 6th Army and 4th Panzer Army; part of the front attacked toward Kotelnikovo, and by December 3 had pushed the southern section of the outer front of the encirclement to an area more than 100 km from the encircled German troops. The Don Front: on November 19 the 65th Army began its attack, and by the end of the 23rd had advanced to the Brezhne-Perekopka and Golubaya area, and the left wing and rear of the German grouping on the east bank of the Don had been surrounded by the Soviet army. The 24th Army launched its attack on the 22nd but failed to break through the German defense. From the 24th, the Don Front and the Stalingrad Front continued to compress the encircled German grouping, and by the 30th the encircled German troops, 22 divisions with a total of 330,000 men, had been compressed into an area of about 1,500 square kilometers.


	The Soviet army destroys the two assault groupings newly established by the German army in the Tormosin and Kotelnikovo areas and the Italian 8th Army, and smashes the German intent to relieve the encirclement. In order to break through the front of the Soviet encirclement, rescue its encircled grouping, and restore the original situation, the German army formed Army Group “Don” and established two assault groupings in the Tormosin and Kotelnikovo areas. The German army also transferred about 10 divisions, including 4 tank divisions, from other sectors of the Soviet-German battlefield and from Western Europe, to strengthen these two assault groupings. The Soviet High Command resolved first to annihilate these two groupings of the German Army Group “Don,” smash the German reinforcements, and then to encircle and annihilate the German troops in the Stalingrad area.



On December 16, the Southwestern Front carried out its main thrust toward Nizhne-Astakhov–Morozovsk, and on the second day it had completely broken through the German tactical defensive zone. From the 18th the front’s mobile formations began pursuing the German army, and on the 24th the Soviet 24th Tank Corps captured Tatsinskaya. From the 21st to the 24th, the Soviet army annihilated 3 divisions of the Italian 8th Army, about 20,000 men, in the Meshkovskaya area. On the 24th the Soviet 25th Tank Corps captured Morozovsk. By the 30th the Southwestern Front had advanced 100 to 120 km, reaching the areas of Novaya Kalitva, Kantemirovka, east of Millerovo, Ilyinka, Morozovsk, and Oblivskaya; in 15 days it annihilated more than 60,000 enemy troops, so that the German Tormosin grouping failed to go over to the attack toward Stalingrad and was basically destroyed.

On December 12, the German Kotelnikovo grouping attacked the Soviet 51st Army along the railway line from Kotelnikovo to Stalingrad, advanced 40 km in two days, and reached the Verkhne-Kumsky area; the Stalingrad Front reinforced the 51st Army with units such as the 4th and 13th Mechanized Corps to block the German attack. On December 24 the Soviet army went over from the defense to the offensive: the assault grouping formed mainly of the 2nd Guards Army carried out the main thrust toward Kotelnikovo, the 51st Army used its right-wing units to thrust along the Stalingrad–Kotelnikovo railway line, and the 5th Shock Army thrust southward along the west bank of the Don. On the 26th the Soviet army broke through the German defense on the Aksay River, on the 29th captured Kotelnikovo, and on the 30th pushed a further 50 km to the south; the Soviet army smashed the German Kotelnikovo grouping and prepared to attack toward Rostov. At the same time, the Soviet Don Front compressed and attacked the encircled German troops, but because of insufficient forces and weapons it halted its attack after annihilating a part of them.


	The Soviet Don Front completely annihilates the encircled German grouping. After the fighting of December 1942, the Soviet army had pushed the outer front of the encirclement to 170 to 250 km from the encircled German grouping; the total strength of the encircled German troops was about 250,000 men, the encircled area was growing smaller and smaller, and the Soviet army carried out a tight air blockade of the German army, so that the German army’s situation was extremely difficult.



The Soviet High Command assigned the task of annihilating the encircled German troops to the Don Front. The Don Front was organized with 7 armies and 1 air army, namely the 21st, 24th, 65th, 66th, 57th, 62nd, and 64th Armies and the 16th Air Army.

On January 10, 1943, the Soviet army began its attack, choosing the main thrust in the western part, the weakest part of the German defensive ring, striking from west to east in the direction of Vertyachy and the Red October Plant; at the same time, it carried out supporting thrusts in the southern and northeastern parts of the encirclement, annihilating the more prominent German troops in the south and northeast respectively and linking up with the main thrust. After four days of fighting, the more prominent positions of the German defensive ring had all been captured by the Soviet army. On the 15th, after regrouping, the Soviet army began attacking again on the entire front, and by the end of the 17th had advanced 20 to 22 km. On the 22nd, after five days of preparation, the Soviet army resumed the attack and crushed the German resistance; on the 25th the Soviet army reached the western outskirts of Stalingrad, and on the 26th the Soviet army captured Mamayev Kurgan, the main attacking troops linked up with the troops defending the city, and the German army was split into two parts, north and south. On the 31st the German troops in the south were annihilated, and German Field Marshal Paulus was captured. The German troops in the north continued to resist; the Soviet army concentrated a large amount of artillery (up to 338 guns per kilometer of front) and pounded the German army heavily, and on February 2 the German army ceased resistance, and the Battle of Stalingrad ended in victory.



III. Case Analysis

The victory in the Battle of Stalingrad greatly raised the international prestige and international standing of the Soviet Union, inspired the anti-fascist struggle of the invaded countries and nations and of the peoples of the whole world, further consolidated the international anti-fascist united front, seriously struck and weakened the strength of the fascist camp, and deepened the contradictions and splits within the fascist camp, so that the fascist bloc began to move toward disintegration. The major victory in this campaign became a turning point in the Soviet-German War and World War II, accelerated the destruction of German fascism, and promoted the victory of World War II. In particular, in the defensive stage of the campaign, the Soviet army withstood the powerful German offensive and took various measures to consume the German army in large numbers, creating the conditions for the later counteroffensive operations; this deserves serious study and research.

(I) Establishing a position system of great depth and multiple zones, which pinned down and consumed large numbers of German troops

In order to resist the German attack on the southern wing of the battlefield, from the end of June to mid-July 1942 the Soviet army constructed forward positions along the line of the east bank of the Chir River, constructed the defensive positions of the first-echelon armies between the Chir River and the great bend of the Don, repaired between the Don and the Volga the outer, middle, and inner defensive belts, three in all, that had been begun in 1941, and added one urban defensive belt. The Soviet army constructed four defensive areas in all, so that the depth of the entire defense reached 160 to 180 km. In the main German attack direction, antitank positions were constructed and deployed in depth and in echelons. In the urban area, the buildings above ground and the underground facilities, including 237 cellars and a large number of sewers, were all converted to form solid antiaircraft and antitank strongpoints and resistance hubs. A position system of great depth and multiple zones was thereby basically formed, with strongpoints as its foundation and combined with a network of trenches and ditches. Although there were not many permanent fortifications in this position system, it played an important role in resisting the German attack. In four months of attack the German army advanced only 160 to 180 km, less than 2 km per day on average, yet lost 680,000 men; having suffered heavy losses without being able to occupy the whole city, it thereby lost the ability to continue the attack. In defensive operations in particular, the Soviet army displayed unprecedented tenacity and initiative. The People’s Commissariat of Defense, in its Order No. 227 of July 28, 1942, demanded “Not a step back.” In the operations on the near approaches, 33 commanders and fighters of the Soviet 87th Division, relying on their positions, tenaciously withstood the continuous attacks of more than 70 German tanks and several hundred men until they had completed their mission of blocking. The 35th Division, with not a single complete company in the whole division, still resisted the continuous attacks of 3 German divisions, and when its division commander was killed, his body had been hit by bullets in 160 places. During the defense of the urban area, Sergeant Pavlov and 24 others held a four-story building for 58 days, so that the German army paid a very heavy price and still could not take it. At the most critical moment of the urban operations, the Soviet army was surrounded separately on three isolated positions, the smallest only 0.28 square kilometers; casualties were very heavy, and some divisions were left with only a little over a hundred men, but they still held out to the death, displaying a heroic and tenacious spirit.

(II) Continuously replenishing fresh forces and strengthening the city’s defensive strength

In the course of the campaign, the Soviet High Command successively formed and continuously maneuvered large numbers of reserves toward the Stalingrad direction; from July 23 to October 1 alone, it moved 55 infantry divisions, 7 tank corps, 9 infantry brigades, 30 tank brigades, and large numbers of replacement personnel to this direction, and from early October to mid-November it moved a further 25 infantry divisions, 9 cavalry divisions, 6 tank corps and mechanized corps, and a large amount of artillery to this place. In this way, it not only withstood the continuous German assaults, but also created favorable conditions for the later counteroffensive. At the same time, the Soviet army attached importance to the participation of the entire people in the war: the militia units and destroyer battalions of the city of Stalingrad often fought shoulder to shoulder with the troops defending the city in the most critical sectors to resist the German attack; the guerrilla units (groups) destroyed the German army’s lines of communication, raided German command organs, and destroyed small German garrison detachments, cooperating by active action with the troops defending the city in resisting the German attack; the broad masses of citizens took part actively and on their own initiative in constructing defensive works, and some even took up weapons and fought together with the troops defending the city, forming the enormous combined force of the military and civilians of the city of Stalingrad fighting shoulder to shoulder and resisting the enemy together, and placing the German army in the boundless ocean of people’s war. In addition, the anti-aircraft artillery deployed in the urban area, besides completing its air defense mission, also assisted the troops defending the city in fighting the attacking German tanks, and played a certain role in antitank operations.

(III) Promptly maneuvering forces and firepower, and actively counterattacking to destroy the enemy and improve the defensive posture

While tenaciously holding its defensive positions, the Soviet army actively adopted offensive actions and carried out counterthrusts against the German flanks, closely combining defense and counterattack into one whole, and thereby greatly weakened the German offensive strength. The counterthrusts organized by the fronts at the scale of an army (or corps) or above alone numbered more than 12. These counterthrusts inflicted serious casualties and consumption on the German army and, to varying degrees, improved the defensive posture. In the last ten days of July, the Soviet army successively carried out 4 counterthrusts against the flank of the German 6th Army, dealt the German army a heavy blow, halted the German attack, and relieved 2 of its own divisions that had been surrounded. In the first ten days of September, the 62nd Army, holding the front of Stalingrad, faced enormous German pressure; the Soviet army used 3 armies to carry out a counterthrust from north of the city against the German left flank, forcing the German army to pull out 11 divisions to resist the counterthrust, thereby basically removing the direct German threat to the 62nd Army.

(IV) Attaching great importance to the organization and conduct of street fighting, and repeatedly contesting with the German army for important objectives in the urban area

Stalingrad has been called by some military experts “the school for learning street fighting.” The foundation of city defense was formed of many strongpoints distributed in solid brick and stone buildings. After being converted, these brick and stone buildings could be used to resist the German siege. In the defense of the city, the Soviet army deployed submachine gunners and snipers in the ruins behind the German attack formations to fire from ambush, and this method was widely adopted. In the struggle for the city of Stalingrad, assault groups appeared; careful preparations were made for assault actions, and the assault groups acted swiftly, took the enemy by surprise, and acted decisively as the situation required, cooperating closely in combat, and played an important role in seizing important objectives. Therefore, there are also many aspects of the Soviet army’s victory in this battle that are worth drawing on from the standpoint of tactics.

(V) Actively organizing air defense operations, which provided a guarantee for victory in the campaign

In the Stalingrad defensive campaign, the Soviet army carefully organized air defense; the Stalingrad Front had a relatively sound air defense command system, which exercised unified command over the air defense forces and the air force, with clearly marked results. Anti-aircraft artillery and fighter aviation fought in coordination and effectively safeguarded the major campaign actions of the ground forces. The Stalingrad Air Defense Army, together with 2 air armies, shot down large numbers of German aircraft in the two stages of operations on the near approaches and operations in the urban area, thereby safeguarding the security of the airspace above the ground forces. In addition, air defense headquarters were established in the city of Stalingrad and in each district, responsible for the air defense training of the militia air defense units and the residents, constructing air defense works, evacuating the city’s population, and so on.

(Geng Zhiguang)





5. The Soviet Army’s Budapest Campaign in World War II


(1944.10.29–1945.2.13)




Case Summary

On October 29, 1944, with the Soviet army attacking along the entire front of the Soviet-German battlefield in World War II, the 2nd Ukrainian Front and a part of the 3rd Ukrainian Front launched an attack on Budapest, the capital of Hungary. This campaign, together with the East Carpathian campaign and the Belgrade campaign, was the ninth of the ten blows the Soviet army dealt the German army in 1944. In this battle the German Budapest grouping, 188,000 men, was annihilated in its entirety and Budapest, the capital of Hungary, was liberated; afterwards the Soviet army freed up large forces and posed a more direct threat to the German lines of communication inside Yugoslavia, so that the German High Command was forced to speed up the withdrawal of its troops, creating conditions for the Soviet army’s advance into the heartland of Austria and its conduct of the Vienna offensive campaign.



I. Pre-War Situation

In October 1944, the armies of the three countries, the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, and Bulgaria, after many stubborn battles, captured Niš in Yugoslavia on October 14 and Kraljevo in Yugoslavia on October 21, two large road hubs and German strongpoints, cutting the main line of communication from Salonika to Belgrade that the German army had to use to withdraw from the southern part of the Balkan Peninsula. On October 20, with the close cooperation of the Soviet 3rd Ukrainian Front, the Yugoslav People’s Liberation Army, and the troops of the Bulgarian Fatherland Front, the campaign to liberate Belgrade, the capital of Yugoslavia, won a complete victory. In this campaign the German Army Group “Serbia” was annihilated, most of Army Group “E” was heavily damaged, and Belgrade and most of Serbia were liberated. After the Belgrade campaign, the Soviet General Staff, personally led by Stalin, carefully analyzed the battlefield situation in the Hungary–Budapest direction and resolutely decided to use the 2nd Ukrainian Front to go over to the attack first, capture Budapest, the capital of Hungary, and force Hungary to withdraw from the war.

Before the end of October 1944, the 2nd Ukrainian Front (commander Marshal of the Soviet Union Malinovsky), commanding the 27th, 40th, 46th, and 53rd Armies, the 7th Guards Army, the 6th Guards Tank Army, the 5th Air Army, the Romanian 1st and 4th Armies, and the cavalry-mechanized-infantry group commanded by Lieutenant General Pliyev, was fighting along the line of Chop, Nyíregyháza, Szolnok, and Baja, tightly pinning down the German forces facing it so that they could not be spared for the Budapest direction. Facing it was the German Army Group “South” (commander Colonel General Friessner), commanding the 6th and 8th Armies, the 2nd Panzer Army, the Hungarian 3rd Army, and a number of combat groups. The 3rd Ukrainian Front (commander Marshal of the Soviet Union Tolbukhin) had just victoriously completed the Belgrade campaign on October 20, and in accordance with the order of the General Staff immediately deployed its troops in southern Hungary in order to force a crossing of the Danube and then operate in Hungary on the west bank of the Danube.

The German Budapest grouping had established a series of strong fortified defensive areas and an urban defensive belt on the approaches to Budapest. Southwest of Budapest, along the line of Lake Balaton and Lake Velence, as far as the bend of the Danube near Vác, and then along the Czechoslovak–Hungarian border, a defensive zone had been constructed, the so-called “Margarita Line.” Before the Budapest campaign began, the German army had no heavy forces near Budapest, and the main force of its Army Group “South” was still fighting the 2nd Ukrainian Front in the Nyíregyháza direction.



II. Course of Operations

The Budapest campaign can be roughly divided into two stages. The first stage was the three tentative attacks of the 2nd Ukrainian Front, which, although they did not succeed, created a better posture for the subsequent operations. The second stage was the encirclement of Budapest by the 2nd and 3rd Ukrainian Fronts and the capture of the city, directly threatening the German lines of communication inside Yugoslavia.

(I) The 2nd Ukrainian Front Tries to Attack Budapest

On October 29, the Budapest campaign was formally launched. On its left wing, the 2nd Ukrainian Front, with the 46th Army, the 2nd Guards Mechanized Corps, and the 4th Guards Mechanized Corps (from November 1), supported by the 5th Air Army, carried out the main thrust in the general direction of Kecskemét and Budapest, with the mission of breaking through the German defense southeast of Budapest and capturing Budapest. The 7th Guards Army carried out a supporting attack from the area northeast of Szolnok, in order to force the Tisza River and seize a bridgehead on the west bank of that river in the Szolnok area. The remainder of the 2nd Ukrainian Front continued to attack in the direction of Miskolc, in order to pin down the main force of the German Army Group “South” facing it so that it could not be transferred to the Budapest area. The 3rd Ukrainian Front was ordered to continue changing its deployment, concentrating its main force in the Banat of Yugoslavia, while at the same time sending out advance detachments to seize the bridgeheads on the right bank of the Danube within Hungary, creating favorable conditions for the subsequent attack into the heartland of Hungary. The 4th Ukrainian Front (commander General of the Army Petrov) attacked into the heartland of Czechoslovakia in order to constrain the German grouping in Czechoslovakia and to support the smooth conduct of the Budapest campaign.

On October 29, the 2nd Ukrainian Front began to go over to the attack according to plan. The attack on the left wing developed smoothly, and by November 2 the Soviet vanguards had advanced to an area only 15 km from Budapest. However, the German army gradually saw through the Soviet campaign intent and rapidly massed heavy forces in the Budapest area, which halted the Soviet advance. The opportunity for the Soviet army to achieve surprise in the attack had already been lost, and in order to prepare for protracted fighting, on November 4 the Soviet General Staff demanded that the 2nd Ukrainian Front commander Malinovsky withdraw his central and right-wing troops to the right bank of the Tisza River as quickly as possible, so as to widen the attack zone and give the troops more room for maneuver, in order to be able to carry out thrusts from the north and northeast at the same time and, in coordination with the left-wing troops, annihilate the German Budapest grouping.

The 2nd Ukrainian Front rapidly adjusted its deployment and launched the attack again on November 11; this attack lasted as long as 16 days. However, because of stubborn German resistance, the muddy roads of autumn, lines of communication that had become so long that they affected the timely forwarding of ammunition, and in addition the great fatigue of troops who had been attacking continuously for more than three months, it still could not split and annihilate the German Budapest grouping east of the city; after requesting and receiving the approval of the General Staff, the troops then went over to regrouping and replenishment. Eight days later, on December 5, the attack began anew. The attacking troops on the left wing and in the center of the 2nd Front tried for five days in succession to outflank the German grouping from the north and southwest in order to encircle and annihilate it, but without effect. Although the 46th Army succeeded in forcing the Danube and seized a small bridgehead on the west bank, because of insufficient forces it was unable to press toward Budapest from the southwest. Thus the third attempt by the 2nd Ukrainian Front to capture Budapest also failed, and the campaign fell into a stalemate by the 10th. But after more than a month of arduous fighting, the Soviet army had also achieved certain results; in particular, the 2nd Ukrainian Front had captured the zone between the Tisza River and the Danube, cutting the German Budapest grouping off from the German forces to the north and from its route of retreat to the north, which created a favorable posture for the subsequent operations.

(II) The 2nd and 3rd Ukrainian Fronts Jointly Encircle the German Budapest Grouping

While the 2nd Ukrainian Front was attacking Budapest, the 57th Army of the 3rd Ukrainian Front (commander Colonel General Sharokhin) had also forced a crossing of the Danube and seized bridgeheads on the west bank in the two areas of Batina and Apatin. Before December 9, the 57th Army had advanced to the area south of Lake Balaton. From the second half of November, the 4th Guards Army (commander General of the Army Zakharov), incorporated into the 3rd Ukrainian Front, began fighting on the right bank of the Danube and linked up with the 46th Army, which belonged to the 2nd Ukrainian Front. Because the many attempts to attack Budapest with a single front had all failed, on the 12th the General Staff planned to use the 2nd and 3rd Ukrainian Fronts simultaneously to encircle and annihilate the German Budapest grouping. Therefore, the 46th Army, operating on the west bank of the Danube, was immediately transferred from the 2nd Ukrainian Front to the 3rd Ukrainian Front, and the Soviet army rapidly completed the adjustment of its campaign deployment.

Before the new round of attack began, the 2nd Ukrainian Front had 39 infantry divisions, 2 tank corps, 2 mechanized corps, 2 cavalry corps, 2 fortified areas, and 14 Romanian divisions. The 3rd Ukrainian Front (the 46th Army, the 4th Guards Army, and the 57th Army) had 31 infantry divisions, 1 naval infantry brigade, 1 fortified area, 1 tank corps, 2 mechanized corps, and 1 cavalry corps. The Bulgarian 1st Army also operated within the order of battle of the 3rd Ukrainian Front. The ground forces could also receive the support of the aviation of the 5th and 17th Air Armies (commander Colonel General of Aviation Sudets) and of the vessels of the Danube River Area Flotilla. The Yugoslav 3rd Army operated south of the 3rd Ukrainian Front. Facing the two Soviet fronts were the German Army Group “South” and a part of Army Group “F,” totaling 51 German divisions and 2 Hungarian brigades, including 9 tank divisions, 4 motorized divisions, 1 motorized brigade, 1 cavalry brigade, and the aviation of the 4th Air Fleet. The Soviet-German force ratio increased from the earlier 1.36:1 to the present 2.2:1, and with 1 Bulgarian army and 1 Yugoslav army added, the overall force ratio reached nearly 3:1, laying down a clear superiority in forces for achieving the purpose of the campaign offensive.

After the lines of the 2nd and 3rd Ukrainian Fronts were joined, a new operational plan was formed. The mission of the 2nd Ukrainian Front was to carry out a thrust from the Šahy area in the general direction of Köbölkút, reach the Danube in the Nesmély–Esztergom sector, and prevent the German Budapest grouping from withdrawing to the northwest. At the same time, the front was also to attack Budapest from the east with part of its forces. The mission of the 3rd Ukrainian Front was to carry out a thrust from the Lake Velence area to the north, that is, in the direction of Bicske, reach the bank of the Danube in the Esztergom and Nesmély area, link up with the 2nd Ukrainian Front, and cut off the westward retreat of the German Budapest grouping. Part of the front’s forces were also to attack Budapest from the Bicske area and, in coordination with the 2nd Ukrainian Front, capture the city. In its operations the 3rd Ukrainian Front was also to form an outer front west of Budapest and 50 to 60 km to its southwest, in order to resolutely stop any German reinforcement action toward the Budapest direction.

The Soviet army launched its first round of attack on December 20, and by December 26 the 2nd and 3rd Ukrainian Fronts had linked up in the Esztergom area, completing the encirclement of the German Budapest grouping. However, because the reinforcements sent out by the German High Command carried out three powerful counterthrusts against the outer front of the encirclement in January 1945, attempting to crush the 3rd Ukrainian Front, rescue its encircled forces, and restore the defense in the Danube area, the time needed to annihilate the Budapest grouping was prolonged. In the course of the campaign, Soviet aviation and the Danube River Area Flotilla cooperated closely with the ground forces and dealt the German Budapest grouping powerful blows. Although the German counterthrust grouping held a clear superiority in tanks, the 3rd Ukrainian Front, in fierce blocking battles, not only halted the attack of the German counterthrust grouping that had wedged into its defense, but also drove that grouping back to its starting positions. The attack by part of the 2nd Ukrainian Front on Komárno in the first half of January kept the German counterthrust grouping always apprehensive, powerfully supported the stand of the 3rd Ukrainian Front’s blocking troops, and played a great role in disrupting the German counterthrust.

The impregnability of the outer front allowed the other troops of the two Ukrainian Fronts encircling Budapest to concentrate their energy on carrying out the attack, and also wore away, bit by bit, the hope of the German grouping trapped in the Budapest area of breaking out. On January 18, the Soviet army liberated the eastern part of the Hungarian capital (Pest), and on February 13 it liberated the western part of the capital (Buda). In this battle the German Budapest grouping of 188,000 men was annihilated in its entirety, a direct threat was posed to the German lines of communication inside Yugoslavia, and the German High Command was forced to speed up the withdrawal of its troops. After the campaign ended, the Soviet army freed up large forces, creating conditions for the subsequent advance into the heartland of Austria and thence the conduct of the Vienna campaign.



III. Case Analysis

The Budapest campaign gave the Soviet army rich experience in conducting combat actions in a large industrial city. The close coordination among the Soviet troops, and between them and the Bulgarian and Romanian armies, the heroic and tenacious fighting of the troops, and the combination of assaulting the city with blocking relief forces on the periphery ensured the final victory of the campaign.

(I) The favorable pre-war situation and the soaring morale of the troops

The Budapest campaign was conducted while the Soviet army was winning victories along the entire Soviet-German battlefield. From September 28 to October 20, 1944, the Soviet 3rd Ukrainian Front, the Yugoslav People’s Liberation Army, and the troops of the Bulgarian Fatherland Front together fought the Belgrade campaign and liberated Belgrade, the capital of Yugoslavia, and most of Serbia; this was the first large offensive campaign carried out beyond the border after the Soviet army had driven the German army entirely out of its own territory. The morale of the troops soared as never before, and the officers and men grew braver the more they fought; the Budapest campaign was carried out under these circumstances. During the Budapest campaign, in late 1944 and early 1945, a series of major political events also took place within Hungary. On December 22, 1944, Hungary established a provisional government at the provisional national assembly convened in Debrecen. On December 28, the provisional government immediately declared war on Germany. On January 20, 1945, the Hungarian provisional government concluded an armistice agreement with the Soviet government in Moscow. In the battle to liberate Budapest, some Romanian formations and a Budapest volunteer regiment of Hungary fought shoulder to shoulder with the Soviet army, and played a certain role in speeding up the course of the campaign.

(II) Grasping the tempo of the attack and adjusting the operational deployment in good time

When the 2nd Ukrainian Front’s three attempts to attack Budapest had failed, the Soviet General Staff did not blindly demand that the troops attack, but carefully analyzed the specific battlefield situation and found that the main problem was that the attacking forces did not hold superiority in the force ratio, making it difficult to form a powerful attack posture. At this time, the lines of the 2nd and 3rd Ukrainian Fronts had already been joined into one, and a posture of combined attack had basically taken shape, so the General Staff resolutely decided to suspend the attack, adjust the attack deployment, and have the two fronts jointly complete this campaign. In this way, the force ratio of the Soviet operational grouping to the German army reached nearly 3:1, which laid a solid foundation for forming campaign superiority. Therefore, flexibly grasping and controlling the tempo of the campaign in good time is an important factor in forming a more favorable attack posture; and adjusting the deployment to form a superiority in the balance of forces is the fundamental guarantee of winning victory in the campaign.

(III) Close coordination among all troops, forming a powerful combined operational force

Throughout the conduct of the campaign, the close coordination among the Soviet army’s formations and among the services and arms played an important role in winning the campaign victory. After the campaign began, the 2nd Ukrainian Front carried out the main thrust on its left wing, carried out a supporting attack in the area northeast of Szolnok, and continued to attack in the direction of Miskolc in order to pin down the main force of the German Army Group “South” facing it so that it could not be transferred to the Budapest area. The 3rd Ukrainian Front concentrated its main force in the Banat of Yugoslavia, while sending out advance detachments to seize the bridgeheads on the right bank of the Danube within Hungary, creating conditions for the subsequent attack on Budapest. The 4th Ukrainian Front attacked into the heartland of Czechoslovakia in order to constrain the German grouping in Czechoslovakia and support the smooth development of the Budapest campaign. The coordinated and consistent actions among the formations created a favorable posture for encircling the German Budapest grouping. In particular, after the encirclement was formed, whether the powerful counterthrusts of the German reinforcements could be stopped became the key to achieving the purpose of the whole campaign. The troops charged with the blocking mission held out tenaciously, ensuring that the encircling troops could concentrate their energy on carrying out the attack. During this period, not only did the blocking troops fight very tenaciously, but aviation and the Danube River Area Flotilla also gave the ground troops powerful support, heavily damaged the reinforcing German troops, and won ample time for the battle to capture Budapest.

(Feng Maogong)





6. The U.S. Army’s Attack Combat on Panama City


(1989.12.20–1990.1.3)




Case Summary

The U.S. Army’s attack combat on Panama City was the most important operational action of the invasion of Panama, and it was also a limited-objective city offensive operation conducted under high-tech conditions. This operation began on December 20, 1989 with the air attack carried out by F-117A aircraft and ended on January 3, 1990 with the U.S. Army’s capture of Noriega, lasting 15 days. In this operation the U.S. Army killed 314 Panamanian troops, wounded 123, and took 2,969 prisoners; it seized 36 military vehicles, 36 aircraft, 7 patrol boats, and 48,326 weapons of various kinds. The U.S. Army lost 27 killed and 330 wounded, lost 1 combat helicopter, and had 14 transport aircraft hit and damaged. More than 200 Panamanian civilians were killed and several hundred wounded, and 18,000 people were left homeless.



I. Pre-War Situation

In order to continue to maintain its control over the Panama Canal, the United States launched the war of invasion against Panama, massed heavy forces, airdropped them onto Panama City, the capital of Panama, and seized Noriega, commander of the Panamanian Defense Forces.

(I) The United States Launches the War of Invasion Against Panama

In order to safeguard its interests in Panama, the United States applied all sorts of pressure in an attempt to force Panama to revise the New Canal Treaty and to control the dominant power over the Panama Canal, which aroused strong dissatisfaction among the Panamanian people. A wave of anti-American sentiment rose higher day by day throughout Panama, and people demanded one after another that the process of the “Panamanization of the Canal Zone” be speeded up. On October 3, 1989, after the military coup that the United States had instigated in Panama failed, it resolved on armed invasion of Panama. At 21:05 on December 16, 1989, four U.S. military officers riding in a vehicle passing along the Avenue of the Martyrs in front of the headquarters of the Panamanian Defense Forces came into conflict with Panamanian Defense Forces soldiers, and one U.S. officer was killed and one wounded. The United States used this as a pretext to launch the war of invasion against Panama, code-named “Operation Just Cause.”

(II) Deployment of the Panamanian Defense Forces

The Panamanian forces stationed in and near Panama City comprised Infantry Companies 1 through 8, the “2000” Battalion, guard units, an airborne detachment, and a military police detachment, with a total strength of about 5,000 men. There were in addition more than 4,000 militia of the “Dignity Battalions.” They had 30 armored vehicles, more than 50 field guns and mortars, and 20 helicopters. They were mainly stationed at important military points such as Colón, Gamboa, Rio Hato, and Torrijos, and in the barracks of Panama City such as Fort Amador, the Avenue of the Martyrs, Paitilla, and Mariote, of which the headquarters of the Panamanian Defense Forces and Fort Amador had the largest concentrations of troops. The Panamanian Navy numbered about 400 men and the Air Force about 500 men, with 33 aircraft and 12 speedboats, and could support and coordinate with the Panamanian forces defending the city.

(III) Deployment of the U.S. Army’s Attack

The U.S. assault forces were organized from the 1st Brigade of the 82nd Airborne Division, the 193rd Infantry Brigade, the 2nd Brigade and the 4th Infantry Battalion of the 7th Light Infantry Division, the 4th Mechanized Infantry Battalion of the 5th Mechanized Infantry Division, the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 75th Ranger Regiment, the 5th Infantry Battalion of the 87th Infantry Brigade, the 3rd Battalion of the 7th Special Forces Group, the Navy “SEAL” assault detachment, Companies D and K of the Marine Corps 2nd Division, part of the 16th Military Police Brigade, several helicopter detachments of the 160th Special Operations Group, as well as several detachments of the 1st Psychological Warfare Battalion and combat service support units (detachments), with a total strength of about 26,000 men. They had 173 helicopters, more than 100 tanks and armored vehicles, 140 field guns and mortars, and nearly 350 antitank missiles. They were deployed at 8 bases in the continental United States and 18 garrison points inside Panama. Their main mission was: to carry out multi-route, multi-directional, three-dimensional assaults on Panama City, seize the headquarters of the Panamanian Defense Forces, and capture Noriega, commander of the Panamanian Defense Forces.

The U.S. supporting air force was organized from the F-16 fighter squadron of the 338th Tactical Fighter Wing, the 24th Composite Wing, the 1st Wing of the 23rd Air Force, and the 919th Special Operations Group, and had 176 aircraft of various types. Among them were 6 F-117A stealth fighter-bombers, 24 F-16 fighters, 6 A-7D attack aircraft, 9 AC-130 gunships, 12 C-5 transport aircraft, 77 C-141 transport aircraft, 22 C-130 transport aircraft, 18 OA-37 observation aircraft, and 1 each of KC-135 and KC-10 tankers. Their main missions were: to assault the main military targets of the Panamanian Defense Forces and support the combat of the assault forces; to airlift personnel and materiel and provide timely and effective combat support; and to carry out an air blockade to prevent Noriega from escaping from Panama by aircraft.



II. Course of Operations

Divided by time stage, the U.S. Army’s city attack combat on Panama City can be divided into three stages: the air raid, the ground attack, and the capture of Noriega.

(I) The Air Raid

At 1:00 a.m. on December 20, 1989, F-117A stealth fighter-bombers from Tonopah Air Force Base in Nevada, within the continental United States, first slipped into Panamanian airspace and, by raiding, bombed the Panamanian Defense Forces’ garrisons and the city’s main facilities at Panama City, Colón, and Rio Hato. At the same time, some members of the U.S. Navy “SEAL” assault detachment raided Noriega’s small private airfield and blew up Noriega’s personal aircraft; another group of “SEAL” members attacked the guards protecting Noriega’s private boat and blew that boat up and sank it, cutting off Noriega’s escape routes by air and sea.

(II) The Ground Attack

The U.S. troops, divided into 5 routes, simultaneously launched attacks on the Panamanian forces’ various important military points.

Route 1: “Task Force Red,” composed of special forces and 1 assault battalion, operated in two groups, east and west. Task Force Red used one group to attack the 2 Panamanian infantry companies stationed at Rio Hato, west of Panama City, and another group to attack Torrijos International Airport, east of Panama City. The west group, taking advantage of the bombing effect of the stealth fighter-bombers, rapidly carried out a low-altitude parachute drop from 150 meters, landed beside two Panamanian barracks in Rio Hato, and enveloped the Panamanian 6th and 7th Infantry Companies in a fan shape; after fierce fighting most of the Panamanian troops fled in disorder, and 250 were captured. The east group quickly landed at Torrijos International Airport, surrounded the Panamanian air squadron, disarmed it, seized the airport, and blocked the Pacora River bridge. When “Task Force Red” was surrounding and occupying the Panamanian barracks at the town of Rio Hato, it met Panamanian resistance and was forced to organize a heavy assault; with the support of A-7D attack aircraft and attack helicopters, it completed its mission before dawn on the 20th.

Route 2: “Task Force Bayonet,” composed of the 6th Mechanized Battalion, 1 light tank platoon, the 5th Infantry Battalion, and the Navy “SEAL” assault detachment. Under cover of artillery fire, tanks, and attack helicopters, part of its forces rapidly seized Fort Amador and annihilated the Panamanian 5th Infantry Company. Its main force drove straight at the building of the Panamanian Defense Forces headquarters; because that building was a large integrated military facility in Panama, which in addition to the headquarters and general staff of the Defense Forces also housed a specialized elite counter-guerrilla regiment, the Bureau of Security and Military Intelligence, and the headquarters of the anti-riot troops, and was the top organ of the Panamanian government and Noriega’s main office, it met stubborn resistance from the Panamanian guard units when besieging the headquarters building, and only with the fire support of attack helicopters and the light tank company of the 82nd Airborne Division did it capture the headquarters building of the Panamanian Defense Forces. Because of erroneous intelligence, the U.S. Army did not catch Noriega.

Route 3: “Task Force Pacific,” composed of the main force of the 1st Brigade of the 82nd Airborne Division and Rangers. After “Task Force Red” occupied the airport, this route of U.S. troops landed at Torrijos International Airport in two lifts aboard 20 C-141 transport aircraft, used part of its forces to reinforce the Rangers blocking the Pacora River bridge, and with its main force rapidly launched an attack on Fort Cimarrón, hoping to stop the “2000” Battalion stationed at the Fort Cimarrón base and other Panamanian forces from entering the city to give support; but by the time this force arrived at Fort Cimarrón, the “2000” Battalion had long since dispersed.

Route 4: “Task Force Semper Fi,” composed of 1 light infantry company, 1 Marine Corps infantry company, and some military police. Besides being responsible for seizing the Bridge of the Americas spanning the Panama Canal, it was also responsible for protecting Howard Air Force Base and preventing Panamanian Defense Forces outside the city from entering the urban area. After the fighting broke out, although the Panamanian forces resisted stubbornly, in the end they were outnumbered and the U.S. raid succeeded; before dawn on the 20th, apart from not having captured Noriega, all the U.S. task forces had completed their assigned missions.

Route 5: “Task Force Atlantic,” composed of 1 battalion of the 82nd Airborne Division and 1 battalion of the 7th Infantry Division. With the support of special forces, they attacked Colón, Panama’s second-largest city, at one blow crushed the Panamanian 8th Infantry Company and the coastal National Guard, and seized important canal facilities such as Madden Dam, the power supply center, and the hydroelectric station. They also captured the Gamboa prison and released 48 key prisoners who had taken part in the military coup of October 3, 1989.

Toward evening on December 20, the U.S. forces in Panama City, Colón, Rio Hato, and other areas in the west met resistance from the Panamanian “Dignity Battalion” militia; with the help of local residents, the “Dignity Battalion” militia attacked several U.S. detachments in small units, firing with rocket launchers and light weapons, and developed street fighting and guerrilla warfare.

The U.S. assault forces decided to bring in follow-on echelons; from December 20 until the evening of the 22nd, they dispatched the 2nd Brigade of the 7th Light Infantry Division, part of the 16th Military Police Brigade, several psychological warfare detachments, and logistics and medical support detachments.

In the early morning of December 21, the situation in Panama City was very grim; although all the local garrison troops of the Panamanian Defense Forces had stopped resisting and become prisoners, incidents of “Dignity Battalion” militia attacking U.S. detachments became still more frequent. At 2:30 on December 22, the U.S. Southern Command headquarters was hit by a raid of more than 1,000 “Dignity Battalion” militia. The U.S. Army ordered the 193rd Infantry Brigade and the 2nd Infantry Brigade of the 7th Light Infantry Division, with the support of AC-130 gunships and attack helicopters, to drive the “Dignity Battalion” militia back.

At dawn on December 23, the U.S. Army again bombarded the resisters’ assembly areas outside Panama City and at the same time carried out air mobile operations to suppress the resistance forces in those areas. The 82nd Airborne Division and the 7th Light Infantry Division, using forces moved by air, surrounded the “Dignity Battalion” militia in the western area of Panama City and eliminated or captured them; by the evening of the 23rd, the militia in all areas of Panama had been disarmed by the U.S. Army, and resistance activity had ended completely.

(III) The Capture of Noriega

From the beginning of the invasion on December 20, the U.S. special operations forces began carrying out the mission of seizing Noriega. In the search they first surrounded the Cuban, Libyan, and Nicaraguan embassies, and about 80 soldiers forcibly broke into the residence of the Nicaraguan ambassador to Panama, but did not catch Noriega. Toward evening on December 23, the commander of the U.S. assault forces learned that Noriega had hidden in the Vatican’s embassy in Panama for refuge, and immediately sent out 500 soldiers and more than 10 armored vehicles to surround that embassy, forbidding anyone to enter or leave or approach the embassy; one A-37 “Dragonfly” aircraft circled continually over the embassy, carrying out a surveillance mission.

While making threats of force, the U.S. Army carried out a series of powerful psychological warfare measures and kept putting pressure on the Vatican embassy, forcing it to hand over Noriega. On December 30, Thurman, commander of the U.S. Southern Command, escorted by armed vehicles, came to the gate of the Vatican embassy and held a 40-minute negotiation in a gray bulletproof car with Laboa, the Pope’s envoy, who was dressed in a white robe. Thereafter, over as long as 10 days, Laboa held talks with U.S. officers. Laboa repeatedly urged Noriega to leave the embassy, but Noriega paid no heed.

On the afternoon of January 3, 1990, thousands upon thousands of Panamanians demonstrated in front of the gate of the Vatican embassy, demanding that Noriega be handed over to them.

Under all kinds of pressure, Noriega expressed his “voluntary” surrender and put forward three conditions: that he be allowed to surrender, in military uniform, to a U.S. officer; that he be allowed to telephone relatives and friends; and that his decision to surrender to the U.S. Army be kept secret before his arrest. The U.S. Army agreed to Noriega’s demands and also promised to give him a “fair” trial and not sentence him to death. At 20:50 on the evening of January 3, Noriega walked out of the embassy and the U.S. Army arrested him, and the attack combat on Panama City ended here.



III. Case Analysis

In this offensive operation the U.S. Army defeated the Panamanian Defense Forces in a short time, controlled Panama City, and captured Noriega, commander of the Defense Forces, achieving the purpose of the operation at one stroke.

(I) Careful planning and thorough preparation were the foundation of the U.S. Army’s victory

In order to maintain its control over the Panama Canal for the long term, the United States had long wanted to do away with the “disobedient” Noriega regime, and in 1989 it resolved to achieve this purpose by force. Within just a few weeks, the U.S. Army drew up a careful operational plan for attacking Panama City, and before the war it reviewed it many times and revised it repeatedly. While drawing up the plan, the U.S. Army began preparations for the operation, quietly carried out operational deployments, secretly added 4,500 troops to Panama, and shipped in a quantity of heavy equipment such as tanks, armored vehicles, and helicopters; two days before the attack, on the pretext of routine exercises, the U.S. Army again sent large additional forces to Panama. The U.S. Army also took advantage of the convenient conditions of the various training bases permanently stationed in Panama to carry out repeated on-site rehearsals according to the operational plan, so that the participating troops became proficient in the terrain, the environment, and the tactics that should be adopted in the operational area. In order to conceal the pre-war preparations for action, the U.S. Army also employed a series of deceptive measures. For example, two days before the attack, large military transport aircraft landed at Howard Air Force Base one after another, and in order to cover up the scene of pre-war preparations the U.S. Department of Defense immediately announced that U.S. forces were conducting routine military exercises; on the eve of the operation, President Bush also held a grand Christmas party at the White House, creating an atmosphere of peace and relaxation in order to cover up the major military action about to be taken against Panama.

(II) Concentrating forces and forming superiority were the conditions of the U.S. Army’s victory

In this operation the U.S. Army established the principle of “using heavy forces to win a quick decisive battle,” and struck the posture of “using an ox cleaver to kill a chicken”: the forces it sent out were 3 times those of the Panamanian Defense Forces and militia in and near Panama City; the aircraft and helicopters it employed were 8 times those of the Panamanian forces, armored vehicles were 4 times, and field guns and mortars were 3 times, forming absolute superiority. The U.S. Army was well trained, excellently equipped, and strong in fighting power, and was not only superior in numbers but also far above the Panamanian forces in quality. In order to bring its operational capability into the fullest play, the U.S. Army also carried out a rational organization of forces. In this operation the U.S. Army organized two echelons in all, and the assault echelon was further organized into 5 task forces, each of which adopted the form of a mixed organization of light and heavy, ground and air, combat and support units (detachments). This organization, first, gave each the capability of independent operations and enabled it to attack multiple targets from many directions at the same time; second, allowed it to bring the advantages of high-technology weapons into full play and form a combined force to strike the enemy; third, enabled the various detachments to complement one another’s advantages, using the strengths of one to make up for the shortcomings of another; and fourth, enabled it to maintain the keen edge of the attack and strike the enemy without interruption.

(III) Choosing the moment and attacking by surprise were the key to the U.S. Army’s victory

That the U.S. Army achieved surprise in this offensive combat was the result of repeated study, weighing of advantages and disadvantages, and the adoption of a series of measures. In choosing the time of the offensive operation, the U.S. Army chose to launch the attack at 1:00 a.m. on December 20 for the following reasons. First, on the 15th Noriega declared a “state of war” with the United States, and on the 16th the incident occurred in which Panamanian troops killed a U.S. Marine Corps officer, so a psychology of revenge generally existed among the U.S. troops stationed in Panama. Second, after the incidents of the 15th and 16th, the U.S. Army set its propaganda machine in motion to play up public opinion that the lives and property of U.S. troops in Panama were threatened; under these circumstances, Bush’s ordering of military action could more easily gain the support of the U.S. Congress and domestic public opinion. Third, after the shooting of the U.S. officer, Panama thought the U.S. Army would take revenge immediately and made preparations to meet the attack; but three days in a row passed without a U.S. attack, and instead the situation tended to ease, and the Panamanian forces relaxed their vigilance. Fourth, 1:00 a.m. is the time when operational surprise is most easily achieved, since the Panamanian forces were then sound asleep and could hardly make a quick reaction. Fifth, the U.S. Army was not only familiar with night operations but also equipped with night vision equipment, and could use all kinds of weapons effectively; the Panamanian forces, in contrast, had, first, no night combat experience, and second, no night vision equipment, and could not use their weapons effectively.

(IV) Combining ground and air and attacking in multiple dimensions was the effective tactic of the U.S. Army’s victory

Under modern conditions, high-speed three-dimensional means of maneuver, advanced means of communication, and precise weapon systems have already made it possible for the combat strength of troops to be concentrated from dispersed deployment points in a very short time, and used to attack simultaneously multiple targets that are separately deployed but functionally closely related. In this combat, the U.S. Army adopted precisely the operational pattern of combining ground and air, acting suddenly, striking simultaneously, and winning a quick decisive battle. At 1:00 a.m. on December 20, the U.S. Army’s 5 task forces, in accordance with their respective clearly defined missions, in multiple routes and with the force of a thunderclap too sudden to cover one’s ears, simultaneously launched attacks from the air and on the ground against the key targets in and near Panama City, giving no Panamanian unit time to prepare a counterattack, so that they were defeated or annihilated before they could organize resistance, thereby shortening the time of engagement and achieving the operational purpose of a quick decisive battle. The U.S. Army succeeded with this tactic for the following reasons. First, it had accurate intelligence support. Before the war, the U.S. Army used satellites and electronic equipment to carry out uninterrupted reconnaissance of the Panamanian forces, and mastered a large amount of valuable intelligence, so that it knew the situation of the Panamanian forces’ main barracks, weapon systems, communications hubs, and other important targets as well as it knew the palm of its hand. Second, it had rapid maneuver forces. Both the U.S. airborne troops and the mechanized troops had rapid maneuver capability and could maneuver rapidly from deep-lying deployment areas to the designated operational areas, which provided a guarantee for simultaneous attack along multiple routes and in multiple directions. Third, it had an effective command and control system. At the macro level it maintained a high degree of coordination and consistency of actions in every direction, striving to achieve synchronization in time; at the micro level it practiced “mission-type” command, giving full play to the role of the front-line commanders and achieving dispersion in space.

(V) Rapid maneuver and timely support were the guarantee of the U.S. Army’s victory

In this operation the U.S. Army gave full play to its air superiority; both in dispatching troops to Panama and in launching the attack, it mostly adopted air mobility. The special forces, the 82nd Airborne Division, and the 7th Light Infantry Division were all put into combat by parachute drop or airlanding. In order to guarantee air mobility, the U.S. Military Airlift Command drew a large number of transport aircraft of various types, such as C-141s and C-130s. From the 20th to the 28th, this airlift force carried out more than 300 airlift missions in all, airlifting 16,000 personnel and 9,000 tons of materiel. Because the U.S. Army relied on air mobility to transport its troops, it guaranteed the concealment and rapidity of this operation before the war; at the time of the attack, it realized the surprise of the operation; and in the course of the fighting, it provided support in good time and ensured the smooth progress of the combat.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





7. The U.S. Army’s Mogadishu City Combat


(1993.10.3–10.4)




Case Summary

During the U.S. Army’s participation in the United Nations peacekeeping operation in Somalia (1992–1993), a battle was fought with Somali armed men because of the attempt to seize members of the group of the Somali armed faction led by Aidid. The fighting began at 15:00 on October 3, 1993 and ended at 6:00 on October 4, lasting 15 hours. In this battle the U.S. Army’s elite troops suffered 18 killed, lost 3 helicopters, and had 1 man captured; the Somali armed men had about 200 killed and several hundred wounded. The Mogadishu city combat consisted mainly of urban street fighting, and was a bloody and unsuccessful city battle for the U.S. Army.



I. Pre-War Situation

Aidid’s Somali armed men kept attacking the U.S. peacekeeping troops, posing an enormous threat to the U.S. Army, and the U.S. Army planned to send special forces to carry out an operation to seize the main leaders of Aidid’s armed men.

(I) The U.S. Peacekeeping Operation in Somalia Comes Under Attack from Aidid’s Armed Men

The Republic of Somalia is located on the Somali Peninsula in the easternmost part of Africa, bordering the Indian Ocean on the east and the Gulf of Aden on the north. Its capital, Mogadishu, is located on the Indian Ocean coast in southern Somalia and has a population of about 1 million.

In January 1991, the Siad Barre government of Somalia was overthrown. Civil war then broke out in Somalia, with the warlords of the various factions fighting in confusion, and the situation remained turbulent and unstable. In December 1992, the UN Security Council passed a resolution to conduct in Somalia a peacekeeping operation named “Restore Hope.” At the same time, after the end of the Cold War the U.S. government actively pursued a “new world order” strategy, seeking to establish a new international order led by the United States. In order to demonstrate its leading position in international affairs, the United States gave active support to the “Restore Hope” operation and provided most of the peacekeeping troops. The warlords of the various Somali factions were dissatisfied with the UN intervention, and Farah Aidid, leader of the “United Somali Congress,” the strongest of the forces, had always opposed outside forces interfering in Somalia’s internal affairs and regarded the United Nations as a stumbling block to his seizure of national power.

Aidid’s original name was Mohamed Farah Hassan; Aidid was his nickname, which in the Somali language means “one who is not weak at all.” After joining the Somali police force under Italian rule in 1956, because he was hardworking and capable and outstanding in talent, he was highly valued by Siad Barre, then commander of the police force; in 1969 he supported Siad Barre in launching a coup; in 1977 he led troops to defeat the Ethiopians. In 1990, in the struggle to overthrow Siad Barre’s dictatorship, he bore the brunt of the fighting, formed Somalia’s largest armed force, and occupied 80% of the area of the capital. He believed that the existence of the UN peacekeeping troops hindered his seizure of the presidential throne, and so he adopted an attitude of non-cooperation toward the peacekeeping troops and often harassed and attacked the peacekeeping troops headed by the U.S. Army. Aidid and his armed organization operated mainly around Mogadishu and in central Somalia, and were the greatest obstacle to the UN peacekeeping troops’ conduct of the peacekeeping operation. The militia of the Aidid faction were good at urban guerrilla warfare and good at exploiting the masses; they took advantage of the U.S. Army’s shooting of civilians to stir up anti-American feeling among the masses, and organized many armed demonstrations and parades.

Relying on the advantages of mass support and familiarity with the terrain, the Aidid faction’s armed men kept attacking the U.S. Army, firing sniper shots, carrying out assassinations, and planning sneak attacks, killing and wounding quite a few U.S. soldiers. Facing the counterattacks and threats of the multinational troops, Aidid did not yield at all; his attitude was very tough, and he declared that he would turn Somalia into a “second Vietnam.”

When large numbers of UN peacekeeping troops patrolled the streets and alleys, everything in Mogadishu appeared normal on the surface, but as soon as the peacekeeping troops returned to their barracks, Aidid’s gunmen at once appeared on the streets without fear. Moreover, small groups of UN soldiers patrolling the streets ran the danger of being sniped at, and relief work was therefore forced to be interrupted. A UN worker engaged in relief work said: “We are more worried now than at any other time. All foreigners are now targets of attack by angry Somalis.”

(II) The U.S. Army Draws Up the Operational Plan to Seize Aidid

In order to deal with and search out Aidid’s armed men and prevent sudden attacks, the peacekeeping troops headed by the U.S. Army racked their brains and began mopping-up operations in every corner of the city of Mogadishu.

On June 5, 1993, the peacekeeping troops responsible for the security of Mogadishu were attacked by Aidid’s armed men while searching a local arms depot; the two sides engaged in a fierce exchange of fire, and 24 peacekeeping soldiers were killed and 50 wounded. In June of the same year, the UN Security Council passed a resolution authorizing the peacekeeping troops to take all necessary measures to search for and seize Aidid, the mastermind behind this violent incident. On October 3, the U.S. Army obtained reliable intelligence that two senior aides of Aidid, political adviser Omar Salad and Interior Minister Hassan Awale, would go that afternoon to the Olympic Hotel in Mogadishu to attend a meeting, and the U.S. Army at once decided to carry out a seizure operation.

This seizure operation was the responsibility of Lieutenant Colonel Danny McKnight, commander of the U.S. Army’s 3rd Ranger Battalion stationed at Mogadishu airport. At 13:30 he received the order and at once led his unit to the Olympic Hotel in the Wardhigley district to seize the backbone of Aidid’s armed men. On the basis of reconnaissance photographs, and in view of the complex terrain there, the large number of alleys, and the fact that most residents were loyal to Aidid, McKnight drew up the operational plan: 4 “Black Hawk” helicopters would put about 60 assault troops down at the various intersections, surround the building in which Aidid’s men were meeting, and seal off the area; another 2 “Black Hawk” helicopters would put 24 special forces soldiers down on the right side of the building to capture alive Aidid and his confidants; 4 helicopters carrying 16 assault troops would serve as a reinforcement force, and another 4 helicopters would coordinate with the “Black Hawk” helicopters to cover the ground troops. McKnight himself personally led an escort convoy composed of 7 Humvee cross-country jeeps, 2 cargo vehicles, and 3 trucks to go along, preparing, after the mission was completed, to withdraw all the soldiers and transport the prisoners.

(III) Comparison of U.S. and Somali Personnel Strength

In this operation the U.S. Army committed about 310 men, of whom about 160 were the “Delta” and “Ranger” special forces personnel charged with the first-wave assault mission, and about 150 were the follow-on rescue troops. The main weapons and equipment were: light and heavy machine guns, automatic grenade launchers, “Humvee” combat vehicles, “Black Hawk” multipurpose helicopters, and “Black Hawk” special operations helicopters.

The Somali personnel who took part in the fighting included large numbers of armed men and civilians, and their main weapons and equipment were automatic rifles, heavy machine guns, and rocket launchers.



II. Course of Operations

In accordance with the U.S. Army’s operational plan and in light of the actual development of the fighting, this operation can be divided into the capture operation, the rescue operation, and the escort operation.

(I) The Capture Operation

On the afternoon of October 3, 1993, the U.S. Army began to carry out the capture operation. At 15:33, the “Black Hawk” helicopter formation carrying the assault troops took off one after another from the base, and the ground escort convoy also drove out of the barracks. At 15:35, Tom Di Tomasso, the assault team commander aboard a “Black Hawk,” led the assault troops down the ropes. They quickly attacked into the target building, and before Aidid’s group members meeting in the hotel could react, the U.S. assault troops had already burst into the room and, using stun grenades, subdued the Aidid armed leaders who were meeting, taking 21 prisoners, but Aidid was not among them. The U.S. Army then took the captured Aidid armed men to the first floor in preparation for withdrawal.

At the same time, the follow-on U.S. assault troops aboard “Black Hawk” helicopters landed near the Olympic Hotel. The ground troops led by McKnight and the escort convoy also arrived at the Olympic Hotel on time.

When the convoy escorting the Aidid men was preparing to withdraw, Aidid’s clan armed men and Somali civilians, who had heard the news, closed in on the Olympic Hotel from all sides and blocked the U.S. Army’s retreat. The assault troops on the helicopters had originally wanted to sweep the crowd with machine guns, but this would have required lowering flight speed or hovering, and for fear that the armed men on the ground would shoot the aircraft down, they canceled such action. Aidid’s clan armed men and Somali civilians set up roadblocks at every main intersection, burned tires, and swept the U.S. troops with frenzied AK-47 rifle fire. The situation suddenly deteriorated, and street fighting in the city began.

(II) The Rescue Operation

At 16:20, the U.S. Army’s No. 61 “Black Hawk” helicopter, which had been charged with a support mission, was hit by a rocket-propelled grenade of the Somali armed men and crashed, together with the 6 men it carried, at a place three blocks from the Olympic Hotel. Very soon, large numbers of Somali armed men and civilians again surged toward the crash site.

Shortly afterward, 1 “Black Hawk” special operations helicopter arrived to carry out a rescue, but 2 seriously wounded men were stuck inside the helicopter and could not be rescued. Toward evening, 2 assault troops responsible for guarding the crashed helicopter were stabbed to death with knives by the Somalis who rushed up.

Through the images sent back by the observation helicopter at the front, Major General Garrison, the U.S. supreme commander in Somalia, clearly saw the process of the “Black Hawk” helicopter’s crash. According to Major General Garrison’s order, Lieutenant Colonel Harrell, commander of the ground troops, rapidly sent out a detachment to carry out the rescue. On the streets from the Olympic Hotel to the crash site, the U.S. rescue detachment came under fierce encirclement attacks by Somali armed men several times, reached the crash site while almost scattered, and promptly built a protective wall around the survivors with metal plates from the wrecked aircraft. But because the Somali armed men rushing up grew more and more numerous, the U.S. rescue detachment had to withdraw into two neighboring buildings and continue fierce fighting with the armed men.

At 16:43, a U.S. “Black Hawk” on its way to the crash site was hit by anti-aircraft fire and crashed to the ground. Another “Black Hawk” then flew in, bringing 2 soldiers to the new crash site, but unexpectedly was also hit by shell fire and flew back to base wounded.

The rescue detachment fought the Somali armed men until the early morning of the next day; because of logistical reasons, the relief troops of the UN peacekeeping forces were delayed for several hours before they hurriedly arrived. At about 2:00 in the early morning of October 4, tanks and armored vehicles of Pakistan and Malaysia destroyed the roadblocks of the Somali militia and helped the U.S. troops withdraw from their positions. At about 6:00, the U.S. troops withdrew to the camp of the Pakistani peacekeeping troops.

(III) The Escort Operation

At the same time as the rescue of the survivors of the No. 61 “Black Hawk” helicopter, the convoy responsible for escorting the members of Aidid’s organization began, under the leadership of Lieutenant Colonel Harrell, to withdraw from the Olympic Hotel and set out toward the crash site.

The U.S. convoy likewise came under fierce attack from the Somali armed men, and one of its trucks was destroyed by a rocket-propelled grenade. Because the helicopter acting as air command had been unable to provide the convoy with a route of advance in time, and in addition to the pursuit and blocking by the Somali armed men, the U.S. convoy had to slow down and sometimes detour. Soon, under the fierce attacks of more and more Somali armed men, another truck of the U.S. convoy was destroyed by a rocket-propelled grenade; the convoy had no choice but to stop to rescue the wounded, but fell into the encirclement attack of the Somali armed men, and several assault troops were killed. Because the Somali armed men’s attack was too fierce, Lieutenant Colonel Harrell had no choice but to give up linking up with the detachment rescuing the No. 61 helicopter, and returned to base after breaking out of the encirclement.

Just as the U.S. escort convoy had broken out of the encirclement, the No. 64 “Black Hawk” helicopter, which had been charged with the covering mission, was hit in the tail boom by a rocket-propelled grenade fired by the Somali armed men and was forced down on the main street. The wounded helicopter pilot was captured, and 2 “Delta” assault troops were killed.

In this 15-hour battle of stalemate in the streets and alleys of the city of Mogadishu, the U.S. Army had in all 18 men killed, 77 wounded, 1 pilot captured, and 3 helicopters shot down. On the Somali side, 200 people were killed and several hundred wounded, including both armed militia and ordinary civilians. The capture operation that the U.S. Army had so painstakingly planned finally ended in failure, bringing back to camp only one man of Aidid’s armed men. In this battle the U.S. Army is regarded as having suffered the most bitter defeat since the end of the Vietnam War.



III. Case Analysis

On October 4, after the battle of Mogadishu, television pictures of Somalis dragging the bodies of U.S. soldiers through the streets to show them to the public shocked the whole world and finally led the U.S. government to withdraw its troops from Somalia. Since the end of the Cold War, the U.S. Army’s operational pattern of using ground forces cautiously has also had a great deal to do with the disastrous defeat in the Mogadishu city combat.

(I) Errors in operational command put the U.S. Army on the passive everywhere

The main error the U.S. Army made in operational command was that the main purpose of the operation was gradually changed from seizing members of the Aidid group into rescuing personnel in danger, with the result that the convoy escorting the prisoners was seriously delayed in returning to camp on time. Whenever any personnel fell into a dangerous situation, the U.S. Army would at once carry out a rescue, with the result that the U.S. Army became worn out from rescuing. At the very beginning of the battle, the U.S. Army detached 3 “Humvee” combat vehicles and some personnel to escort one assault trooper who had been injured in a fall from a helicopter, and later again split forces to rescue the survivors of the No. 61 and No. 64 “Black Hawk” helicopters. Undoubtedly, this practice of caring for the lives of comrades-in-arms deserves to be advocated, but in concrete implementation one should also size up the situation, and the most important point is that carrying out a rescue should not affect the completion of the main operational mission. Moreover, city combat is by its nature unsuited to carrying out rescues, and carrying out a rescue without absolute superiority is very likely to put more personnel in danger, causing a vicious circle and putting one on the passive everywhere. Later the U.S. Army adopted the tactics of air support for the ground and air-ground coordination and fought fierce battles with the Somali armed men, and only then did it succeed in extricating itself.

(II) Urban street fighting limited the exertion of the U.S. Army’s high-tech superiority

The U.S. Army’s original operational purpose was very clear, namely to seize members of the Aidid group, and it had drawn up an extremely concise operational plan: first subdue the target by an air assault, and then use ground vehicles to return the prisoners to base. The basic guideline was to adopt tactics of rapid air assault coordinated with ground troops, going straight for the targets in the Olympic Hotel. Objectively speaking, this plan of the U.S. Army was fairly reasonable, and in the first half of the operation it succeeded in seizing the targets. It was only that later the situation deteriorated and evolved into a city battle, and street fighting limited the exertion of the U.S. Army’s high-tech superiority, so that the U.S. Army was unable to complete its mission smoothly and, moreover, suffered heavy casualties.

(III) Falling into the encirclement of street fighting left the U.S. Army unable to show its prowess

The Somali armed men adopted fairly flexible tactics to measure strength with the U.S. Army: they mobilized civilians to create obstacles for U.S. military action; they broke up the whole into parts, or directly disguised themselves as civilians to carry out raids and ambushes on the U.S. Army; they used urban buildings, ruins, and the like as concealment to carry out sudden and hidden ambushes and raids on the U.S. Army; they set up roadblocks to delay U.S. Army action; and they employed human-wave tactics, using their numerical superiority to carry out uninterrupted encirclement attacks on the U.S. Army. This put the U.S. Army into the encirclement of street fighting, where the ground troops were few and isolated and the helicopters were obstructed by the dense buildings of the city and could not act effectively, and in the end it was aircraft destroyed and men killed, and the affair ended in defeat.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





8. The Russian Army’s City Offensive Operation at Grozny in the First Chechen War


(1994.12.11–1995.2.12)




Case Summary

During the First Chechen War, the operation launched by the armed forces of the Russian Federation against Grozny, the Chechen capital. The campaign began on December 11, 1994, with an attack on Grozny, the Chechen capital, where the illegal armed formations of the Chechen separatist forces were entrenched, and ended on February 12, 1995. According to the Russian official announcement, in this campaign the Russian army killed more than 7,000 Chechen armed men and captured more than 600; the Russian army suffered more than 1,200 killed and more than 3,600 wounded. Although the Grozny city offensive operation ended in a costly victory for the Russian army, it exposed many problems of the Russian army in military training and operational command. Although the Russian army paid a very heavy price in the assault and in city combat, it failed to destroy effectively the living strength of the illegal armed formations and allowed them to break out and escape into the southern mountain region, so that it did not fully solve the Chechen problem, which planted a hidden danger for the later Second Chechen War.



I. Pre-War Situation

In order to strike at the Chechen separatist forces, the Russian Federation resolved to disarm the Chechen illegal armed formations by force, and placed the focus of its operations on seizing Grozny, the Chechen capital, in the hope of controlling the situation in Chechnya.

(I) The Russian Army Launches the First Chechen War

The Chechen problem of Russia has a long history; long-accumulated ethnic contradictions were sharp, and with the meddling of outside forces, the Chechen separatist activities became more and more intense. In 1990, Dzhokhar Dudayev, a retired major general of the former Soviet Union, was elected chairman of the Executive Committee of the All-National Congress of the Chechen People. After the “August 19 Incident” of 1991, the Soviet regimes in places throughout Chechnya collapsed one after another. Seeing an opportunity to exploit, Dudayev at once moved with the tide, ordered his own republican guard to occupy the KGB building in Grozny and the former Soviet government offices, and held a nationwide election on October 27. Afterwards, Dudayev, who had become president of the Chechen Republic as he wished, announced to the whole world that Chechnya was an independent sovereign state. On November 2, the Chechen authorities announced that the Chechen nation was separating from the Russian Federation and establishing an independent republic.

The Russian Federation government refused to recognize Chechen independence. Thereafter, Chechnya refused to sign the federal treaty, refused to hand over the federal budget, and refused to take part in federal elections. The Russian federal authorities once tried to conclude a bilateral treaty with Chechnya, giving Chechnya greater autonomy in exchange for its giving up independence, but were rejected by Dudayev. On August 2, 1994, with Russian support, the Chechen opposition, the Provisional Council led by Avturkhanov, announced the deposition of President Dudayev and established a provisional government. In October and November of the same year, the united opposition armed forces attacked into Grozny twice in succession, but both times were driven back by Dudayev’s army. According to the announcement of the Chechen authorities, all the opposition’s tanks were destroyed and more than 120 people were captured, including 68 Russian servicemen.

On November 29, 1994, Russian President Yeltsin issued an appeal demanding that both sides of the Chechen conflict cease fire and lay down their arms within 48 hours, otherwise “a state of emergency will be imposed within the territory of the Chechen Republic.” Subsequently, in order to rescue the Russian prisoners of war, Yeltsin appropriately extended the time while at the same time intensifying political and military pressure on Chechnya. After negotiations, Dudayev released the Russian prisoners of war, but did not compromise at all on the question of independence.

After seeing that the possibility of settling the Chechen problem peacefully no longer existed, the Russian authorities decided to send troops directly to surround and wipe out Dudayev’s illegal armed formations. But by this time the Chechen regime had grown strong in feathers and was gradually becoming too big to deal with. Therefore the action of the Russian government was already too late; they had both missed the favorable opportunity for a political solution and lost the possibility of solving the problem with less bloodshed and less shock.

On December 9, 1994, President Yeltsin ordered the disarming of the Chechen “illegal armed formations.” On December 11, Russian troops entered Chechnya. On December 14, the Russian government issued a notice ordering the Chechen authorities to lay down their arms on December 15, otherwise further tough measures would be taken. On the evening of December 15, President Yeltsin issued an “Appeal to the Residents of Chechnya,” saying that the Russian army’s entry into Chechnya was “because Russia’s territorial integrity and the security of its citizens were threatened” and that “the purpose is to solve the Chechen crisis politically”; after that, Yeltsin announced that the deadline for disarming the Chechen illegal armed formations would be extended by a further 48 hours (from 00:00 on December 16), “in order to reduce the use of the means of force that might cause civilian casualties,” and proposed that the Chechen authorities send a delegation to hold talks with the plenipotentiary representatives of the Russian government.

On the morning of December 17, President Yeltsin presided over a meeting of the Russian Federation Security Council, which decided that the deadline for the Chechen illegal armed formations to hand over their weapons would be 00:00 on December 18, and would not be extended again. To avoid casualties, residents were advised to leave the places where the illegal armed formations were located. After the meeting, the Russian government issued a final ultimatum to Dudayev, limiting him to go before 18:00 on December 17 to Mozdok in North Ossetia to negotiate with a delegation of the federal government led by a deputy prime minister. Dudayev rejected the Russian government’s final ultimatum, saying that he was prepared to meet Russian Prime Minister Chernomyrdin in Grozny, and stressed that such a meeting “would have the status of negotiations between the heads of the Russian and Chechen governments.” This demand was rejected by the Russian Federation government. Thus a protracted, large-scale bloody conflict had become unavoidable.

(II) The Russian Army’s Operational Plan and Force Deployment

The decision to send troops into Chechnya and to restore constitutional order in the Chechen region by force was made by the Russian Federation Security Council meeting on November 28, 1994. The plan for the Chechen operations determined by the Russian Federation Security Council was: to force the Dudayev regime to give up independence and disband the illegal armed formations by powerful military pressure, and, if that did not work, to destroy them by combat operations.

Under the guidance of this operational plan, the Russian army’s Chechen operations were determined to adopt the tactics of peeling away layer by layer and advancing step by step, setting out simultaneously from the three directions of east, west, and northwest of Chechnya to converge on and attack Grozny, striving to occupy Grozny, the Chechen capital, within 7 to 10 days, control the Chechen situation, and solve the Chechen problem at one stroke.

The operational plan for attacking Grozny was: first to carry out a tight blockade of the city of Grozny and deliver fire strikes, then, from the three directions of north, west, and east of the city, in four routes (two routes in the north), with the north as the main assault direction, to carry out a concentric assault. After attacking into the urban area, they were first to seize the presidential palace, the government building, the radio and television building, the railway station, and other important targets, and then disarm the Chechen illegal armed formations. When meeting resistance from the illegal armed formations, they were to destroy them resolutely.

The Russian troops taking part in the Grozny city offensive operation numbered about 38,000 men in all, with 230 tanks, 454 infantry fighting vehicles, more than 200 armored personnel carriers of various types, and 388 guns of various kinds. The participating troops were organized into three groups, “North,” “East,” and “West.” The “North” group was composed of 17 infantry battalions and 7 artillery battalions and was divided into two operational directions, “North” and “Northeast”; the “East” group was composed of 6 infantry battalions and 1 artillery battalion; the “West” group was composed of 13 infantry battalions and 4 artillery battalions. In addition, each group also had under it some troops belonging to the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the Federal Security Main Directorate, the Federal Counterintelligence Main Directorate, and the Main Border Guard Directorate.

(III) The Operational Plan and Force Deployment of the Chechen Illegal Armed Formations in Grozny

Seeing the Russian troops massing at the border, Dudayev, who had long since resolved to gamble everything on one throw, was not willing to show weakness either. While announcing that Chechnya–Ingushetia was entering a state of war, he rapidly formed a National Guard and recruited mercenaries, resolved to use the favorable terrain inside and outside the city of Grozny to resist layer by layer and hold the city firmly, and made preparations for the attempt to press the Russian army to withdraw by creating terrorist activities within the Russian Federation.

The operational plan for defending Grozny was: to rely fully on the solid positions constructed inside the city, to kill and wound the attacking Russian troops as much as possible so as to force the Russian government to stop its military action, and to win the initiative and “bargaining chips” for entering negotiations. When meeting fierce Russian attacks and facing the possibility of being surrounded and annihilated, they would actively and in good time withdraw from the fighting and shift to exterior lines and the mountain zone to continue the armed struggle against the Russians.

The total strength of the Chechen illegal armed formations entrenched in the city of Grozny was about 10,000 men, with about 130 infantry fighting vehicles, 50 tanks, more than 300 antitank weapons of various kinds, and more than 160 guns of various kinds. The illegal armed formations were basically composed of four parts: first, the presidential guard, about 200 men, who had had good military training, had relatively high tactical qualities, and were loyal to Dudayev; second, the regular troops commanded by Dudayev, about 5,000 men, mainly reorganized from police, security forces, and other paramilitary organizations, whose tactical qualities were poor; third, independent militia organizations, whose members were subordinate to different commanders, with a disorderly organization and backward weapons, scattered in various places in Chechnya, and although there were some sixty or seventy thousand of them, when the large Russian army swept through Chechnya only about 3,000 to 4,000 fell back to defend the urban area of Grozny; and fourth, foreign mercenaries, about 1,000 to 1,500, who came from the Baltic coastal countries and from countries such as Tajikistan, Azerbaijan, Ukraine, Afghanistan, and Turkey; because they had long fought amid the gunfire and powder smoke of ethnic slaughter and regional conflicts, these mercenaries were ruthless and merciless, highly skilled in combat, and good at guerrilla warfare and urban street fighting.



II. Course of Operations

At exactly 7:00 Moscow time on December 11, 1994, the armed forces of the Russian Federation began to move toward Grozny from the three directions of east, west, and northwest. The northwest force set out from Mozdok, crossed the Chechen border along the Rostov–Baku highway, and the next day advanced to a point 25 to 30 km from the city of Grozny. Its advance detachment pushed forward to the area of the town of Dolinsky in the suburbs of Grozny and had a brief exchange of fire with the Chechen armed men; the west force, which set out from Beslan, crossed the whole of the Ingush Republic and entered the Chechen border the next day; the east force, which advanced from the direction of the Republic of Dagestan, also did not meet too much trouble and arrived at the Chechen border the next day. At this point the three Russian forces had preliminarily completed the blockade of Chechnya. The next operational objective was aimed directly at Grozny. Divided according to the course of the operation, the Russian army’s Grozny city offensive operation can be divided into three stages: closing the campaign encirclement, peripheral operations, and the assault on the urban area.

(I) Closing the Campaign Encirclement

On December 13, the three Russian forces, which had completed their campaign deployment, were ordered to close in and surround the city of Grozny.

In the forenoon, the Russian ground forces, with the support of the air force, began to attack the Chechen armed men on the distant approaches of the defense in the north and west of the city of Grozny. Because the resistance met was not very stubborn, the Russian force of the northwest route made rather fast progress and that same day advanced to the village of Pervomaiskoye, only 15 km from the city of Grozny. Afterwards this force again divided in two and launched a pincer attack from the west and north, seizing at one stroke several commanding heights in the near suburbs of the city of Grozny.

In contrast with the smooth sailing of the Russian force on the northwest route, the other two Russian forces, because of long neglect of battle formation and lack of training, advanced slowly; on the march to Grozny, each tank regiment had many combat vehicles broken down and left behind because of poor equipment maintenance and poor combat readiness, so that on average 2 out of every 10 tanks failed to reach Grozny because of technical faults.

After an arduous trek, the west force advanced on the night of the 13th to a point 30 to 40 km from the city of Grozny and then halted; the east force was still stranded at the Chechen–Dagestan border on the morning of the 15th, and only in the afternoon of that day, after its advance detachment changed route and detoured, did it enter, in the evening, a point 10 km from the city of Grozny. By the 17th, the three Russian forces had all entered the suburbs of Grozny and completed their deployment in their respective designated areas.

(II) Peripheral Operations

On December 18, the Russian army issued a final ultimatum to Dudayev. After it was rejected, the Russian supreme command ordered the beginning of large-scale air raids and missile strikes on the tactical key points on the periphery of the city of Grozny and on the important targets inside the city; under the support of powerful fire, the Russian ground forces adopted the tactics of peeling away layer by layer and advancing step by step, and fought fierce point-by-point contests with the Chechen armed men on the periphery of Grozny. In order to compress the space of activity of the Chechen armed men, the Russian army advanced steadily and fought steadily, setting up a camp at every step. In order to increase the depth and elasticity of his own defense, Dudayev divided his troops to hold the ground and would not yield an inch.

Argun, an important town in the east of the city of Grozny, lies on a key road and is known as the East Gate of Grozny, a place that both attacker and defender must contest. To its north and south lie a chain of small hills that are not high but whose terrain is rather precipitous, in the middle is a small river, and the highway leading to Grozny runs parallel to the small river. In order to delay the advance of the Russian armored columns, the Chechen armed men thoroughly destroyed all the bridges on the highway, set up heavy roadblocks on the highway, and deployed heavy troops on the high ground on both sides of the highway. Terrain so exceptionally favorable brought the Russian attack enormous trouble.

The Chechen armed men defending Argun numbered more than 3,000. Although they came from different factions and their whole organizational system was also very loose, because most of them had taken part in fighting in Afghanistan and other conflict areas, and with their fanatical “holy war” sentiment, they were not only unafraid before a battle in which the strengths were greatly disparate, but also displayed extremely strong fighting power and combat skill.

On December 23, the Russian army massed heavy forces and, under cover of the air force and long-range fire, launched a fierce attack on this strategic town, hoping to take it at one stroke.

Because the Chechen armed men occupied the commanding heights nearby and had built exceptionally solid works, with a very complete fire system, and also had fairly good tactical training, they were able to avoid effectively the strikes of the Russian army’s heavy fire and to organize dense fire counterattacks during the Russian assaults; therefore several frontal assaults by the Russian army all ended in failure.

Afterwards, the Russian front-line commanders gave up the illusion of taking Argun at one stroke and determined an operational plan of infantry–artillery coordination, first seizing several peripheral heights that overlooked and controlled the river valley and the highway, and then seizing Argun. The fighting went on until December 25, and only after the Russian army had basically controlled the various key points on the periphery of the town of Argun did it annihilate in full the more than 1,000 Chechen armed men holding on inside the town.

After the town of Argun was captured, the eastern gate of Grozny stood wide open; by December 30, the three Russian forces, 38,000 men in all, had arrived at the foot of the city of Grozny, and the peripheral operations were declared ended.

(III) The Assault on the Urban Area

According to the campaign plan drawn up by the Russian Ministry of Defense, the whole operation of attacking Grozny was to be launched simultaneously in four directions. Four forces were to carry out a concentric assault from the four directions of east, west, northeast, and northwest, with the north as the main assault direction.

At dawn on December 31, the Russian first echelon, composed of tanks and infantry fighting vehicles, suddenly attacked into Grozny. The 131st Separate Motor Rifle Brigade advanced along Mayakovsky Street and, meeting no strong resistance, pushed forward to the railway station; the 1st Battalion of the 81st Motor Rifle Regiment occupied the railway station at 1:00 p.m. that day, and the 2nd Battalion of that regiment, together with a mixed detachment of the 20th Motor Rifle Division, advanced from the south to a point several hundred meters from the “presidential palace” and sealed off with fire the various key traffic routes and intersections near the Chechen “presidential palace.”

However, one regiment of the 19th Motor Rifle Division, which attacked into the urban area from the east of the city, ran into great trouble. After breaking into three or four city blocks, it was blocked by roadblocks and by the fire of rifles, machine guns, and flamethrowers and was forced to change its direction of attack. In the course of changing its plan, the regiment again fell into the encirclement of the Chechen armed men, and after a bitter fight, having lost more than half, it had to break out and withdraw to its original starting area. In addition, another regiment of the 19th Motor Rifle Division, ordered to reinforce the first echelon, delayed the opportunity because of slow action. Owing to the serious mistakes of these two regiments, the 131st Separate Motor Rifle Brigade and the 81st Guards Motor Rifle Regiment that had broken into the city center became isolated forces. Dudayev, who had been seeking an opportunity for battle while fighting and retreating, saw that the chance had come and at once directed his elite Abkhaz Muslim battalion and special forces brigade to launch a fierce attack. Because the Chechen armed men were familiar with the people and the ground in the urban area with its crisscrossing streets, they fought street battles with ease. After a night of bloody fighting, the two Russian forces that had broken into the city center suffered heavy casualties and were badly demoralized, and had to hold on stubbornly in the buildings of the urban area and struggle on painfully.

At 15:00 the next day, the remnants of the 131st Brigade were forced to withdraw west from the railway station area, and the 81st Regiment also withdrew afterwards. Of the 26 tanks with which the 131st Brigade attacked into the city, only 6 managed to escape by luck, and of the 120 infantry fighting vehicles only 18 withdrew intact. As for the 81st Regiment, the whole regiment withdrew only 1 officer and 10 soldiers.

On January 1, 1995, one battalion each of the Russian army’s 106th Guards Airborne Division and 76th Guards Airborne Division were ordered to rescue the besieged first echelon. Because of the lack of necessary coordination, only after these two forces had struggled in did they discover that the Russian troops of the first echelon had long since withdrawn. They had no choice but to cover each other in turn and fight while withdrawing. By January 5, the whole city of Grozny had almost entirely returned to the hands of the Chechen armed men. The armed forces of the Russian Federation had paid the enormous price of more than 250 tanks and armored vehicles destroyed and several thousand casualties.

After being frustrated in the first assault on the city, the Russian army was not discouraged and did not lose confidence; on the contrary, from January 7 they changed their tactics for attacking the city, gave up the tactics of fighting hard and charging blindly by relying on large numbers of tanks and armored vehicles, and switched to using airborne troops, naval infantry, and special forces to form flexible and mobile strong-assault detachments, and carried out house-by-house, building-by-building, block-by-block contests with the Chechen armed men.

After the Russian army changed its city-attack tactics, the city of Grozny at once fell into bloody street fighting. Tens of thousands of well-trained Russian officers and men, with light and heavy weapons in hand, fought it out with the Chechen armed men in the ruins of the city. By the 13th the Russian army had seized the Chechen government building, and on the 19th the 276th Motor Rifle Regiment of the Urals Military District and the 876th Naval Infantry Battalion of the Northern Fleet captured the Chechen “presidential palace.” But during this time the Russian army met raids by snipers of the illegal armed formations and suffered not a few casualties.

By this point, because they were far inferior in numbers to the armed forces of the Russian Federation, the leaders of the Chechen armed men who had persisted in fighting in the other directions of the city had also lost confidence. Dudayev understood that holding on to the death was of no use, and in order to preserve strength he decided to disperse and break out, leaving the empty city of Grozny to the Russian army. As soon as Dudayev gave the order, the various Chechen armed groups began to break out toward the southern mountain region. The remaining Chechen armed men who stood fast in Grozny fought the armed forces of the Russian Federation until February 12, when finally the Russian army completely captured Grozny.

According to the Russian official announcement, in the operation to break through in the urban area of Grozny the Russian army killed in all more than 7,000 Chechen armed men and captured more than 600, and destroyed more than 40 tanks, more than 50 infantry fighting vehicles and armored personnel carriers, and more than 100 guns. In the battle to capture Grozny the Russian army also paid a heavy price. The Russian army had more than 1,200 killed and more than 3,600 wounded, and lost more than 260 tanks and armored vehicles and 5 combat aircraft, and a major general responsible for the Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs troops’ operations in Chechnya was also killed by a mine. Western news media believed that the number of Russian casualties was even greater than that announced.



III. Case Analysis

In the First Grozny city operation, and indeed in the whole war, because the Russian Federation and the Russian army were insufficiently prepared, not firm in resolve, and weak in deployment and operational capability, although they paid a heavy price they did not achieve the purpose of wiping out the illegal armed formations, which left a hidden danger for the illegal armed formations’ later rise again, and the Russian army had no choice but to launch the Chechen war once more. Therefore, the Russian army’s operations had both successes and mistakes.

(I) Concentrating the elite, using them in rotation, and coordinating in breaking through

In the offensive operation against Grozny, the Russian army held only a slight superiority in strength; if several tens of thousands of armed militia were added on the Chechen side, there was no superiority to speak of. Considering the special terrain of the city, the Russian army adopted the use of combat troops across services, across theaters, and across organizational systems, such as using separately the air force’s frontline aviation, the army aviation, the army ground forces, the Ministry of Internal Affairs troops, the naval infantry, airborne troops, and special forces. These troops had fairly rich operational and training experience and relatively strong rapid mobility and assault power. Colonel General of Aviation Pavlov, commander of the Russian army aviation, said in a conversation with a reporter of the Russian newspaper Red Star: “Among the participating troops, 50% of the army aviation’s pilots have taken part in the Afghan war, and some have reached first-class training level.” Moreover, according to reports from the Russian military and the foreign press, some of the ground troops were familiar with peacekeeping operations. After the Russian army attacked into the city of Grozny, it also committed the Separate Special Operations Division stationed in Moscow, which has the capability of quelling urban disturbances. The weapons and equipment of these troops were excellent and numerous. The air force sent out advanced combat aircraft including the Su-25 ground attack aircraft, and the army aviation also sent out Mi-24 armed helicopters. According to the Japanese monthly Military Research, the Russian mechanized troops committed T-72 main battle tanks, PT-76 amphibious tanks, self-propelled antiaircraft guns, BTR-80 armored personnel carriers, and 152 mm self-propelled guns; airborne infantry companies were equipped with paratroop combat vehicles. These weapons were not only of good quality but also highly self-propelled, light, and short-ranged, which favored combat in the urban area. In addition, the Russian army held a great superiority in numbers as well: for example, the Chechen side had only a small number of tanks and armored personnel carriers, whereas the Russian army committed more than 2,000 tanks and armored personnel carriers, which fairly well made up for the shortcomings of hasty entry into the war and lack of necessary training.

(II) Blocking the routes, converging attacks along multiple routes, isolating and surrounding

Grozny is the political, military, economic, and cultural center of Chechnya, located in the heartland of Chechnya, with undulating mountains and dense jungle on all sides; on its periphery numerous satellite towns shield the urban area, and there are also railways, highways, and air routes leading directly to the neighboring republics. In order to prevent the main force of the Chechen regular army from entering the mountains to carry on guerrilla warfare against the Russian army, and to keep it from receiving outside aid, the Russian army made blockading and cutting off the land and air links between the city of Grozny and the outside world, and isolating and surrounding the city, an important stage of its operations.

On December 11, under cover of the fire of frontline aviation and army aviation, the Russian army divided its troops into three routes and advanced gradually with air–ground combination: the main force of the north route set out from North Ossetia and rapidly wedged into the northern suburbs of Grozny; the west route set out from Vladikavkaz, the capital of North Ossetia, crossed the whole territory of the Ingush Republic, and entered the west of Grozny; the east route set out from the Republic of Dagestan and pressed directly on the east of Grozny. In the course of the advance, the Russian army met obstruction and harassment from the Chechen regular troops and militia, and its speed of advance was affected. But the Russian army still actively adopted flexible tactics, either fighting while negotiating, or surrounding without attacking, or using favorable terrain to detour around, avoiding frontal combat with the Chechen armed men. After more than ten days of advance, it finally completed on December 23 the three-sided encirclement of Grozny. In the encirclement operation the Russian army also paid attention to controlling and seizing the satellite towns and villages on the periphery of Grozny such as Argun, Kro-Yurt, and Pervomaiskoye, cutting off some highways and bridges, and seizing the favorable peripheral positions that overlooked and controlled the urban area, and occupied favorable terrain. When the Russian army tightened the encirclement, order in the urban area was chaotic and the situation was out of control, and large numbers of refugees fled the city one after another, which greatly weakened the Chechen side’s fighting strength and also created good conditions for the Russian army’s attack on the urban area.

(III) Poor coordination, fighting as isolated forces, and relatively heavy losses

On December 31, the Russian army, with the support of its air force fire, attacked into the urban area of Grozny. In order to achieve control of the urban area as quickly as possible, the Russian army first concentrated its forces and pointed the spearhead of its attack straight at the targets of important significance to victory in the battle, such as the railway station, the government administrative building, the presidential palace, and some important residences controlled by armed men. In the course of the action, the Russian army adopted the tactical action of splitting while fighting and fighting while surrounding, and the motorized infantry and tanks that entered the urban area moved along the main streets of the urban area. They struck rapidly and actively controlled the tall buildings on both sides of the streets, cutting off the mutual links between the targets and creating conditions for seizing each target. But in the course of the action the coordination among the various units was not close, and many units fought as isolated forces and suffered heavy losses. For example, one regiment of the 19th Motor Rifle Division, which attacked from the east of the city, after meeting stubborn obstruction from the illegal armed formations, was not firm in resolve and acted slowly, delaying the opportunity, so that the 131st Brigade and the 81st Regiment, which had broken into the city, lost coordination and became isolated forces and both suffered heavy losses. Another example is that the relieving force and the force being relieved lacked coordination and instead came under ambush by the illegal armed formations. There were many similar examples in the fighting in the urban area, which reflected the insufficient strength of the Russian army’s organization of coordinated action in city combat, directly affected the operational results, and led to very heavy casualties.

(IV) Unsuited to street fighting, ineffective in encirclement and annihilation, and the rebel forces break out

In the fierce urban street fighting, the Russian army met the desperate resistance of the illegal armed formations, who used buildings as cover, contested repeatedly with the Russian army, and inflicted heavy casualties on it. In particular, the illegal armed formations used buildings for concealment and, with snipers, continually carried out raids on the flanks and rear of the Russian assault formations, and some even disguised themselves as city civilians to carry out attacks, which caused the Russian army great difficulty and losses and reflected the Russian army’s unsuitability for urban street fighting. In addition, because the Russian army did not attach importance to effective encirclement of the illegal armed formations and did not close their escape routes, at the last moment large numbers of illegal armed men dispersed and slipped away into the southern mountain region, leaving a hidden danger.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





9. The Russian Army’s City Offensive Operation at Grozny in the Second Chechen War


(1999.10.16–2000.2.6)




Case Summary

During the Second Chechen War, from October 16, 1999 to February 6, 2000, the armed forces of the Russian Federation again carried out an offensive operation against Grozny, the Chechen capital. This Grozny city offensive operation was the same type of fighting, against the same opponent, in the same season and the same city, five years after the earlier one. The Russian army fully drew on the experience and lessons of the previous operation and, at the cost of more than 1,000 killed and more than 2,600 wounded, annihilated in all about 10,000 Chechen illegal armed men; of these, in the fighting in the urban area the Russian army lost more than 800 killed and more than 1,600 wounded, and annihilated in all more than 3,500 illegal armed men. This operation dealt a heavy blow to the Chechen illegal armed formations, created favorable conditions for the subsequent bandit-suppression operations in the southern mountain region, and ensured victory in the Second Chechen War.



I. Pre-War Situation

After the Russian army’s first Grozny offensive operation, because Dudayev, the head of the Chechen illegal armed formations, successfully escaped to the southern mountain region, the Russian army had not effectively destroyed the living strength of the Chechen illegal armed formations. Afterward, although the Russian army carried out many mopping-up operations in the southern mountain region of Chechnya, they achieved little, and the Chechen illegal armed formations thereby had the opportunity to cultivate their strength anew. After the main force of the Russian army withdrew from Chechnya, the Chechen illegal armed formations came back again, continued to occupy Grozny, and engaged in separatist and terrorist activities.

(I) Russia Launches the Second Chechen War

Beginning in June 1995, the Chechen illegal armed formations successively planned and carried out two major terrorist actions, at Budyonnovsk and at Kizlyar, in which, by taking hostages, they demanded that the Russian army withdraw entirely from Chechnya. Although in these two hostage-taking incidents the terrorists did not fully achieve their purpose, they undoubtedly cast a shadow of terror over Russian society. The Russian authorities had also always kept a close watch on the Chechen terrorists and hoped to solve the Chechen problem once and for all. The fuse of the Russian army’s second Grozny city offensive operation was lit by the “Donkey Ear Mountain” (the Donkey Ear Heights), which Basayev and Khattab, heads of the Chechen illegal armed formations, suddenly led troops to seize on August 2, 1999, going straight for this strategic key point in Dagestan.

The Donkey Ear Mountain suddenly seized by the Chechen illegal armed men is located in the Botlikh district of Dagestan and is the strategic passage connecting Chechnya and Dagestan. The Chechen illegal armed men infiltrated the Donkey Ear Mountain, firmly controlled the commanding heights on both sides of the passage, and with this as their base frequently sallied out into the territory of Dagestan. They attacked Russian army sentry posts and killed innocent civilians, causing panic among the people of the Chechen and Dagestani border areas.

The sudden deterioration of the situation in Dagestan drew the high attention of the Russian government; President Yeltsin ordered the assembling of troops to carry out a mopping-up operation, determined to solve the Chechen problem once and for all.

(II) The Russian Army’s Operational Plan and Force Deployment

In view of the experience and lessons of the First Chechen War, the Russian army’s operational plan and force deployment were drawn up with the focus on capturing Grozny.

In accordance with the military action guideline announced by Russian Prime Minister Putin and Defense Minister Sergeyev, the Russian army’s operational plan for attacking Chechnya was: first to capture the northern part of Chechnya and establish a security zone, compressing the room for activity and the defensive depth of the Chechen illegal armed formations, and then to begin city offensive operations.

The operational plan for attacking Grozny was established under the above operational guidance and had two stages in all: in the first stage, control the key points and blockade Grozny, creating conditions for the next step of annihilating the illegal armed men in the city of Grozny; in the second stage, capture Grozny with all strength, and on the periphery, by the method of surrounding the city and striking the relief forces, inflict heavy casualties on the mobile force of the illegal armed formations, whose main body was mercenaries. The specific methods of implementation were: to launch a full-scale attack on Grozny with absolute superiority in weapons and equipment, numbers of personnel, logistical support, and so on; to break into the urban area with assault groups and assault detachments, seize important objectives, and resolutely destroy the living strength of the illegal armed formations; in the operation, to avoid as far as possible fighting a decisive battle with the illegal armed formations in the central city area, and in a planned way to drive the die-hards who refused to surrender toward prearranged ambush areas on the outskirts of the city and then encircle and annihilate them; and, in the course of combat preparations and conduct, to carry out uninterrupted psychological warfare, exerting great psychological pressure on the illegal armed formations and weakening their will to fight and their combat strength as far as possible.

The Russian army taking part in the Second Chechen operation was mainly composed of units of the former North Caucasus Military District, together with large numbers of elite forces such as mountain units, special police units, and special operations detachments drawn from the various military districts. In order to strengthen unified command of the operation, the Russian army formally organized, on the basis of the former North Caucasus Military District, the North Caucasus Group of Forces, with a high degree of combined-arms mechanization and strong integrated combat power, with Colonel General Kazantsev, commander of the North Caucasus Military District, as commander-in-chief. According to the different campaign directions, the entire North Caucasus Group of Forces was divided into three groupings, east, west, and north. The Russian army had the northern grouping bear the main attack mission against Grozny, and the eastern and western groupings bear supporting attack missions.

The northern grouping. Commanded by Lieutenant General A. Bulgakov. It comprised the Moscow Military District’s 3rd Motorized Rifle Division, the 66th Airborne Assault Regiment, the Leningrad Military District’s 138th Independent Guards Motorized Rifle Brigade, and others. Its main mission was to break through from the north the Chechen illegal armed formations’ defensive line on the Terek River, establish a security zone in northern Chechnya, and at the same time bear the main attack mission against Grozny.

The western grouping. Commanded by Major General V. Shamanov, commander of the 58th Army of the North Caucasus Military District. It comprised the 19th Independent Motorized Rifle Division, the 131st Independent Motorized Rifle Brigade, and others. Its main mission was to blockade the administrative border between Chechnya and the Republic of Ingushetia and to encircle Grozny from the west.

The eastern grouping. Commanded by Lieutenant General Troshev, first deputy commander of the North Caucasus Military District. It comprised the army’s 136th Independent Motorized Rifle Brigade, the 56th Airborne Assault Regiment, the 247th Guards Airborne Regiment, the 119th Guards Airborne Regiment, the 234th Guards Airborne Regiment, the Northern Fleet’s 61st Independent Naval Infantry Brigade, the Pacific Fleet’s 165th Naval Infantry Regiment, the Caspian Flotilla’s naval infantry battalion, and others. Its main mission was to capture the eastern part of Chechnya and at the same time to carry out bandit-suppression operations in the southern mountain region.

The total strength of the Russian army attacking Grozny was about 30,000 men, who besieged Grozny from three sides, leaving a passage open on the south side to allow residents to evacuate voluntarily. The urban area of Grozny was divided into 15 operational zones, each the responsibility of one of the three groupings, with specific command authority delegated down to the groupings. In addition to the above three groupings, the Russian air force’s aviation and flying units also gave support in the Grozny city offensive operation.

(III) The Chechen Illegal Armed Formations’ Operational Plan and Force Deployment

The operational plan with which the Chechen illegal armed formations carried out the defense of Grozny was: to use key points on the periphery of the city to inflict heavy casualties on and consume the Russian army’s attacking strength, avoiding frontal engagement with the Russian army as far as possible in order to limit the exertion of its superiority; to keep killing and wounding the Russian army’s living strength with guerrilla tactics such as raids and harassment and with sniping actions, holding out for a long time, so as to “use delay to bring about change.”

The Chechen illegal armed men taking part in the defense of Grozny numbered about 20,000, of whom about 15,000 were in the defensive areas on the periphery of the city of Grozny, and the Chechen illegal armed men defending in the urban area numbered about 5,000 in all (including about 1,500 foreign mercenaries). About 3,000 were permanently stationed in the urban area of Grozny, with the main dispositions as follows: Old Industrial District 200 men; October District 1,200 men; Factory District 800 men; Lenin District 300 men; Chernorechye (Black River) District 300 men. In addition, about 2,000 men who had fared badly in the fighting on the periphery of the city later fell back into the urban area of Grozny and were assigned to the various districts to take part in the defensive battle in the urban area.



II. Course of Operations

In accordance with its pre-war deployment, on October 16 the Russian army began operations aimed at seizing key points and blockading Grozny. Its specific tactics were: first, to carry out powerful aviation and artillery fire strikes on heavily held Chechen towns such as Grozny, killing and wounding the living strength of the illegal armed formations to the greatest possible extent, seizing important military points, and destroying and breaking down the illegal armed formations’ will to resist; then to force a crossing of the Terek River and, with the three groupings, east, west, and north, seize the towns on the periphery of Grozny and complete the encirclement of Grozny; and finally to assault Grozny, which had become an isolated city.

(I) Operations on the Periphery

On October 16, the Russian army began fire strikes on Grozny and the surrounding towns. In order to reduce civilian casualties to the greatest extent, the Russian army’s air raid actions drew on the “precision strike” model used by the U.S. Army in the Kosovo War, giving full play to high-technology advantages, strictly distinguishing the targets to be struck, and making extensive use of precision-guided weapons to strike the illegal armed men’s targets precisely. Under this non-contact fire strike adopted by the Russian army, the personnel, equipment, and morale of the Chechen illegal armed men, who were good at close combat, were dealt an enormous blow.

After a full 5 days of fire strikes, on October 21 the northern grouping of the Russian army’s North Caucasus Group of Forces forced a crossing of the Terek River with its troops and advanced steadily into the depth areas on the right bank of the river on a broad front. Because they were in absolute inferiority in both troops and weapons, and because the Russian army’s attack front was so broad, the illegal armed men, who by nature were not good at positional warfare, were all the more stretched thin in their deployment of forces. Even when they met some key points that the illegal armed men stubbornly held, the Russian army no longer attacked frontally as in the first Chechen War, but halted its advance or fell back some distance at its leisure, then called in aviation and long-range artillery to carry out fire strikes on their positions. After the illegal armed men’s defensive works had been thoroughly destroyed, the infantry then launched the attack and seized the strongpoint at one blow. Thanks to the Russian army’s superior tactical means and the close coordination of infantry and artillery and of ground and air, in only one day the northern grouping captured the town of Tolstoy-Yurt north of the city of Grozny, shutting the northern gate of Grozny.

At the same time, the eastern grouping, commanded by Lieutenant General Troshev, also approached Gudermes, the heavily held town in the east of Grozny, and surrounded the town so tightly that not even water could leak through. Under the powerful military pressure and psychological warfare offensive, the illegal armed men in the town, with no way out, lost their will to resist. Some of them turned their weapons around on the spot, and most of the rest, after breaking out of the Russian encirclement, abandoned the town and fled south. The Russian army, with those inside responding to those outside, then liberated the town without bloodshed.

Facing the Russian army’s powerful offensive, on November 6 the Chechen “president” Maskhadov, feeling that the tide had gone, proposed to hold “any form of negotiations” with the Russian government. But the Russian government, holding the winning hand, flatly rejected Maskhadov’s request and again stressed that it would mop up the illegal armed men thoroughly and cleanly.

On November 14, the eastern grouping of the Russian army, which had seized Gudermes, pursued the advantage and successively surrounded Argun, a heavily held town in the east of Grozny, and the town of Bamut, which the Chechen armed men called an “iron wall.” On the 20th, the western grouping surrounded Samashki, the military town that had always been called the “west gate” of Grozny, pushing the front line to only 2,000 meters from Grozny. At the same time, the northern grouping, unwilling to fall behind, also advanced to an area only 5,000 meters from Grozny. At this point the three-route army of the Russian army’s North Caucasus Group of Forces, advancing separately and attacking in coordination, had all advanced within the prescribed time to the predetermined operational areas and had taken up a posture for a major assault on the city beneath the walls of Grozny.

After the Russian army completed the encirclement of Grozny, the capital of Chechnya, it continuously tightened the encirclement ring and cut off Grozny’s external contacts, and at the same time further adjusted its force deployment and stepped up preparations for the city-attack campaign. After capturing Achkhoy-Martan and Samashki in the southwest of Grozny, the western grouping divided its troops into two routes, one attacking north toward Alkhan-Yurt, the other going south to assist the eastern grouping, which on the 8th captured Urus-Martan and the town of Bamut, heavily held towns in the southwest of Grozny. The next day, the Russian army surrounded Shali, the last strongpoint on the periphery of the Grozny illegal armed formations. At the same time, Russian airborne troops carried out an airdrop in the Chechen–Georgian border area, seized important bridges and roads leading from Shali to the Georgian border, and cut off the retreat of the illegal armed men at Shali. At this point, the Russian army had fully controlled the 4 towns on the periphery of Grozny and the main traffic routes leading outward, and Grozny became an isolated city.

(II) The First Assault on the Fortifications

The city-attack battle was formally begun only after the Russian army had seized the key points with mobile, flexible tactics that changed according to the enemy. In this battle the Russian army seriously absorbed the painful lessons of the first Chechen War: it did not send heavy-equipment units at the outset to carry out street-by-street attacks, but first gave play to its own superiority in aviation firepower and long-range strike firepower, killing and wounding the illegal armed men entrenched in the city to the greatest possible extent and weakening their living strength and morale, and carried out the ground attack only when the moment was fully ripe.

Because the illegal armed men’s air defense firepower was very weak, the Russian army’s various ground-attack aircraft and attack helicopters went into action in turn and dealt devastating blows to the illegal armed men’s bases, artillery positions, command posts, and other important military facilities. The continuous and violent fire strikes not only wiped out large numbers of illegal armed men but also fundamentally destroyed their communications and command systems, so that they lost the ability to command in an organized way and act in a unified manner.

In order to stop the Russian army from thrusting toward the city center, the illegal armed men used various buildings, the underground pipelines running in all directions, and the air defense facilities built in the era of the former Soviet Union to establish fortress areas and a dense fire system. At the same time, they also laid large numbers of mixed antitank and antipersonnel minefields on the main streets in the city, and used more than 20,000 civilians who had not been able to evacuate in time as “human shields.” Although the Russian army’s fire strikes caused them great losses and their provisions and combat supplies grew scarcer by the day, they still insisted on holding to the death this ruin called Grozny.

At dawn on December 25, 1999, after several tens of days of fire attacks, the northern grouping, commanded by Bulgakov, was the first to launch the general assault on Grozny. In order to overcome the difficulties brought by unfamiliarity with the terrain, the Russian army sent out Beslan Gantamirov, the former Chechen opposition leader, and his more than 600 Chechen militiamen to take the lead. Because these militiamen were all natives of Grozny and had the Russian army’s powerful fire support, they very quickly attacked into the urban area from three directions.

Subsequently, assault detachments composed mainly of motorized rifle companies and airborne companies followed up swiftly and advanced in a leapfrogging manner along the highway leading to Grozny from the town of Khankala in the east of Grozny toward “Minutka” Square in the center of the city. This square is the traffic hub of Grozny, where almost all the main streets in the city converge; it is located on relatively high ground in the city, and nearby are mostly buildings of more than nine stories. By occupying this square, the Russian army could control with fire most of the central area of Grozny.

However, most of the illegal armed men holding out in Grozny had experience in organizing defense by making use of urban buildings: they broke the whole into parts and deployed their troops in small groups, scattered in buildings along both sides of the main streets. In this way they could both reduce casualties from Russian bombing and preserve their strength as far as possible, and at any time change firing positions and organize crossfire to delay the Russian advance. Relying on their familiarity with both the people and the ground and their rich experience in street fighting, the illegal armed men also caused the Russian army enormous trouble. The rubble-strewn streets were everywhere full of burning vehicles and the bodies of those killed on both sides.

After a bloody battle lasting half a month, the Russian army and the illegal armed men were still slaughtering each other in the ruins of Grozny. As the fighting grew fiercer by the day, casualties on both sides kept rising. In particular the enormous casualties suffered by civilians aroused great dissatisfaction toward Russia in the international community. On January 10, at the time of the Orthodox “Christmas,” Putin, Russia’s acting president who had just taken office, ordered the stopping of military action in Grozny. The units were to contract and fall back appropriately on the basis of consolidating their existing positions, and attack again after readjusting their deployment.

The Russian army’s temporary halt of the attack gave the illegal armed men, who had been barely holding on, a chance to catch their breath. In order to relieve the pressure of the Russian army on the front, Khattab, the head of the illegal armed men defending Grozny, sent out more than 600 elite mercenaries who broke out in dispersed groups and then reassembled to make a surprise attack on the Russian troops garrisoning the three towns of Argun, Shali, and Gudermes. Because they were careless in their guard and met the attack in a hurry, the Russian troops suffered considerable losses, with 26 killed and 30 wounded. This was the day of the most casualties in a single day for the Russian army in the battle of Grozny.

(III) Readjusting and Fighting Again

Faced with the illegal armed men’s frenzied counterattack, Putin on the one hand ordered Colonel General Kazantsev to adjust the deployment to facilitate fighting again, and on the other hand instructed the state propaganda departments to issue a stern warning against the unreasonable interference of the Western countries. At the same time, he solemnly pointed out to the whole Russian people that if the existence of the cruel and inhuman Chechen illegal armed formations were tolerated, Russia would never know peace and would forever be controlled by the West. Chechnya was a breakthrough point by which Western countries tried to weaken and control Russia; Russia would never allow the Chechen problem to be internationalized, and would never allow Chechnya to split away from the map of Russia.

The tough attitude of no evasion, no showing of weakness, and no heeding taken by President Putin and the Russian government toward the external pressure of Western countries greatly boosted the morale of the Russian public and the officers and men taking part in the war, aroused strong nationalist and anti-Western sentiment at home, and thereby brought the whole of Russia, from top to bottom, to an unprecedented unity and consistency on the question of eradicating terrorism. In order to further boost the morale of the officers and men taking part in the war, the Russian Federation conferred the title of “Hero of Russia” on Colonel General Kazantsev, commander of the North Caucasus Group of Forces, and on the two grouping commanders, Lieutenant General Troshev and Major General Shamanov, and promoted each of the three by one rank. On January 17, the Russian army, after adjusting its deployment, resumed the attack on Grozny, and the battle of Grozny entered its decisive stage.

In this attack, the Russian army did not, as before, advance on several routes and attack in coordination from separate directions, but first divided Grozny into 15 zones, set a zone of responsibility for each assault group and assault detachment, clarified the missions, and determined the main objectives of attack. After the fighting began, the detachments that had received their missions went straight to their respective mission zones. At the same time, aviation bombed fiercely the designated targets and the targets for which the combat units requested strikes; long-range artillery and accompanying artillery were responsible for striking targets and living strength within the zones of responsibility; and the engineers, covered by artillery fire and snipers, opened passages and cleared minefields. Seen from the whole course of the operation, everything appeared clearly divided in labor and well ordered.

Led by Chechen militiamen familiar with the terrain of Grozny and by illegal armed men who had come over to the Russian side, the assault groups and assault detachments contested with the illegal armed men house by house, building by building, street by street, and block by block. After a day of fierce fighting, the Russian army attacked into the center of Grozny from the east and west directions and quickly infiltrated and attacked on all sides, expanding the area under its control.

As the area controlled by the Russian army kept expanding, situations such as units attacking the same area across one another’s paths and difficulty in coordinating the cooperation among different arms occurred from time to time. In order to strengthen unified command in the final stage, Major General Malofeyev, deputy commander of the Russian army’s 58th Army of the North Caucasus Military District, on the orders of Colonel General Kazantsev, the commander of the grouping, entered the city to command the final encirclement and annihilation of the Grozny illegal armed men. When this news became known to Khattab, the head of the illegal armed men, then under his careful planning and command more than 100 armed men of the elite Muslim Battalion quietly sallied out and laid an ambush on the route that Major General Malofeyev’s inspecting unit had to take. Because of problems in the Russian army’s command coordination, after a fierce fight Major General Malofeyev and his detachment, lacking timely support from the Interior Troops, were wiped out to the last man.

This was the highest-ranking officer the Russian army lost in the whole Chechen war. After receiving the news, President Putin was shocked and furious. He at once ordered the removal of the commander-in-chief of the Interior Troops from his post and appointed anew General V. Tikhomirov, commander of the Ural Military District, as the new commander of the Interior Troops, and strictly ordered that communication and cooperation among the various services and arms and among the various power departments be strengthened, so as to prevent a recurrence of such incidents.

Next, the Russian army’s Caucasus grouping again transferred large numbers of troops into the city in a steady stream, in order to maintain the sharp momentum of the attack and the powerful pressure on the illegal armed men. After 10 more days of fierce fighting, the Russian army finally captured “Minutka” Square in the center of Grozny, laying the foundation for the final liberation of Grozny.

Facing the Russian army’s fierce offensive, the Chechen illegal armed men fought while retreating and suffered heavy casualties. With no reinforcements within and no relief forces without, they could only brace themselves and hold on barely. Apart from a small number of die-hards who were originally guilty of the most heinous crimes, the great majority had already lost confidence. Among the upper ranks of the illegal armed men, too, a split occurred: some advocated fighting to the death, and others advocated breaking out in dispersed groups. Because of disagreements, the several main illegal armed groups had begun to fight each on their own and go their own ways.

Taking this opportunity, Colonel General Troshev thought of a way of luring the snake out of its hole. On the morning of February 1, he arranged for a Russian army officer of considerable rank to go to the area controlled by the Chechen illegal armed men, and after meeting the bandit chiefs such as Basayev, Maskhadov, and Khattab, promised to leave the Chechen illegal armed men a way of escape south of the city, on the condition that they guarantee not to engage again in terrorist activities and pay a fine of 100,000 U.S. dollars. This proposal was accepted by the great majority of the illegal armed chiefs (Khattab excepted).

In the dead of night on February 1, about 3,000 illegal armed men, moving in small groups and dispersed along many routes, along the route designated by the Russian army, “broke out” along the bed of the Sunzha River in the direction of Samashki Forest–Assinovskaya–Bamut–the Ingush border. Because preparations had been made long in advance, the Russian army had already laid heavy troops in ambush on the commanding heights on both sides of the illegal armed men’s breakout road, and had also pre-laid minefields and obstacles. At a little past 3:00 in the early morning, the Chechen illegal armed men entered the Russian ambush ring one after another, and a carefully planned encirclement-and-annihilation battle was immediately fully joined. By dawn, apart from the seriously wounded Basayev, who was carried into the deep mountains by about 100 of his men, the other roughly 3,000 illegal armed men had all been annihilated.

After Basayev and the others had led their men in flight to the south, Khattab immediately directed his men to break out to the west. Because they were few in number and presented a small target, and because the Russian army’s attention had all been drawn off by the enemy fleeing south, Khattab’s venture also succeeded, and he luckily led several hundred of his own men out of Grozny and into the great mountains of southern Chechnya.

On February 6, the Russian army seized the last strongpoint of the illegal armed men in the city of Grozny, the Grozny Factory District, and basically cleared the scattered illegal armed men in the city. At this point, after more than 40 days of urban fighting, the Russian army had finally taken Grozny, the Chechen capital, liberated all the cities and the great majority of the inhabited places of Chechnya, controlled more than 90% of Chechen territory apart from the southern mountain region, and also won the decisive victory in the Second Chechen War.

In this Grozny city offensive operation, the Russian army, at the cost of more than 1,000 killed and more than 2,600 wounded, annihilated in all about 10,000 Chechen illegal armed men and basically achieved the purpose of the campaign.



III. Case Analysis

In the Second Chechen War, the Russian army’s Grozny city offensive operation was fairly flexible and rational in operational method, in force organization, and in the use of weapons, and basically embodied the new characteristics of the Russian army’s modern city combat.

(I) Clearing the periphery and cutting off the enemy’s support

Clearing the enemy on the periphery and cutting off the contact between the garrison inside the city and the enemy outside, so that the garrison becomes a “lone army,” is the precondition for success in a city-attack operation. In the Grozny city offensive operation, the Russian army adopted three steps. The first was full encirclement: advancing steadily on Grozny from the three directions of north, east, and west respectively, it successively seized the important towns in these three directions and completed the encirclement of Grozny. The second was full siege. After the encirclement was achieved, the Russian army did not rush to attack but laid siege to the city: on the one hand it opened a safe passage to let civilians evacuate; on the other hand it resolutely cut off the support of the illegal armed men who had withdrawn to the mountain region for Grozny, blocking the roads for transporting ammunition and provisions, so that the illegal armed men in the city could receive no outside assistance. The third was clearing the periphery. To prevent falling into the ambushes and fire pockets of the illegal armed men in the urban area after attacking the city, the Russian army successively captured the “Northern” airport of Grozny, the Khankala area in the east, and the Old Industrial District in the west. Thus the campaign objectives of clearing the periphery, cutting off relief forces, and continuously shrinking the encirclement ring were achieved, confining the Chechen illegal armed men to a narrow area in the city center. This tactic of first isolating and cutting off relief and then seizing plays an important role in city-attack operations under high-tech conditions. First, in terms of fighting morale, forcing the enemy to fight as a lone army can give the enemy enormous psychological pressure and directly weaken its will to fight. Second, the isolating and relief-cutting actions sever the enemy’s internal and external contacts and make the enemy a “turtle in a jar,” which favors annihilating the enemy more thoroughly. Third, with a single operational objective and clear operational missions, the initiative in operations is firmly held in the hands of the city-attacking troops. Which objective to hit first, how to hit it, and when to hit it are all clear in the commander’s mind, and he can make decisions according to his own situation.

(II) Integration of air and ground, and precision strikes

Air-ground integrated combat coordination and unerringly precise strikes are a major characteristic of city-attack operations under high-tech conditions. In the second Grozny city offensive operation, the Russian army put up several hundred aircraft and helicopters every day, firing precision-guided missiles and laser-guided bombs, and carried out effective “point” strikes on targets such as communications centers, airports, main highways, bridges, and oil refineries controlled by the illegal armed men. On the ground, it made full use of howitzers, mortars, rocket launchers, and the like to strike the illegal armed men’s targets of all kinds, destroyed the works and facilities on which the illegal armed men relied to contend with the Russian army, and killed and wounded large numbers of illegal armed men. Practice has proved that carrying out air-ground integrated precision strikes is the development trend of city-attack operations under future high-tech conditions. In the concrete implementation, aviation must carry out assaults on important targets, blockade the city garrison from the air, and carry out planned aerial ambushes over the areas from which it may escape or break out; the ground attack troops must not only strike the defending enemy precisely with indirect-fire means, but, where necessary, also move howitzers forward to support the city-attack fighting with direct fire. In attacking coastal cities, the navy must not only support the ground troops in striking the garrison with ship gunfire, but must also blockade the sea area to prevent the enemy from escaping by sea.

(III) Multi-route attack, and dividing and encircling

In the second Grozny city offensive operation, in order to achieve the purpose of annihilating the enemy, the Russian army adopted the tactical means of multi-route attack and dividing and encircling. In the operations on the periphery, the Russian army carried out assaults on Grozny from 3 directions, of which the northern grouping undertook the main assault, the western grouping the supporting assault, and the eastern grouping served as the second echelon, and it quickly divided the defending enemy into isolated parts cut off from one another, so that they could not carry out tactical coordination and fire support among themselves and could not maneuver forces and weapons. In the fighting in the city, the Russian army’s assault groups made use of breaches in buildings, underground passages, and other concealed approaches to strike at objectives from many routes and many points, putting the illegal armed men into layer upon layer of encirclement and making it difficult for them to support one another. From this it can be seen that multi-route attack and dividing and encircling remain effective tactical means in urban fortification-breaking operations. Because buildings in the city are densely distributed and the streets vary in width, large bodies of troops can hardly advance at the same time; in addition, the garrison has laid large numbers of mines and various obstacles in the urban area and organizes crossfire by using buildings and streets, so the combat formations of the attacking troops are easily split apart. Therefore, the attacking troops should launch attacks along many routes when engaging the enemy, make full use of residential areas and buildings to blockade and encircle, destroy the coordination among the defending enemy, control the roads along which the defending enemy can maneuver to one another, paralyze the defending enemy’s command and communications system, and cut off the defending enemy’s ammunition and other logistical supplies, so that the defending enemy falls into a passive position of being beaten.

(IV) Annihilating the enemy at many levels, and occupying district by district

In modern cities, tall buildings are densely distributed and urban buildings and underground facilities are well developed, so the defender can build solid defensive positions with these facilities without doing much engineering work. In the second Grozny city offensive operation, the illegal armed men, in order to hold Grozny, put up a stubborn resistance with their backs to the wall, making almost every floor of every building and every street corner a firing point. They also set traps in the streets and fought the Russian army by means of small dispersed groups and changing positions at any time. In response to this situation, the Russian army adopted the tactic of “annihilating the enemy at many levels and occupying district by district,” with assault groups carrying out multi-level strikes simultaneously at the high, middle, low, and underground levels, occupying house by house and street by street, and through repeated contests finally completed the capture of Grozny. Drawing on this experience of the second Grozny city offensive operation, future city offensive operations must achieve annihilating the enemy at many levels and occupying district by district. First, attack at many heights. That is, attack simultaneously the tops of buildings, the interior floors, the sewers, and underground facilities: dismounted motorized riflemen and tanks mainly fire on the ground floors and basements of buildings, infantry fighting vehicles fire on the middle floors, and anti-aircraft guns fire on the top floors. Second, strike by many means. One is striking by maneuvering forces. Making use of the favorable terrain between buildings, light infantry and snipers maneuver onto rooftops that the other side’s direct-fire weapons cannot control, and search for and destroy the targets they discover. The attacking detachments make use of doorways and windows and strike in small groups along many routes. The other is concentrated fire strikes. Accompanying artillery occupies favorable terrain to carry out fire assaults and cover the assault groups’ attack; light antitank rocket launchers and machine guns make use of favorable terrain such as windows, wall corners, and street openings to strike the enemy with fire at many levels. Third, occupy the floors one by one. Special forces can ride helicopters down onto the rooftops and attack from top to bottom, or control the streets from the rooftops in coordination with the ground attack; some of the attacking troops make use of underground facilities to maneuver forces and attack from bottom to top. After the assault groups seize an objective, they first establish a foothold, and then, relying on this base, further ascertain the situation and gradually expand the area occupied.

(V) Thorough mopping up, and guarding against enemy counterattacks

In the second Grozny city offensive operation, although the Russian army had organized a mopping-up group in each assault group and, after seizing the city, also carried out several drag-net-style mopping-up operations in the city, because Grozny was the old den of the illegal armed men and the situation was extremely complicated, the search and mopping-up could hardly be thorough and complete, and quite a few Chechen illegal armed men slipped through the net and posed a threat to the Russian army that had taken the city of Grozny. In the two weeks after the capture of Grozny, the Russian army suffered repeated ambushes and raids by illegal armed men, with more than 500 killed and wounded in all and heavy losses. From this it can be seen that the mopping-up operation is an important link in consolidating victory in modern city offensive combat. Especially in large and medium-sized cities, after the war there are broken walls and ruined fences everywhere, and the underground passages run in all directions, which are conducive to the enemy’s concealment and conduct of guerrilla activities and counterattacks. Therefore, to win complete victory in city combat, two points must be grasped. One is to mop up thoroughly and leave no hidden danger. After the main force has occupied a block, the troops charged with the mopping-up mission should mop up the occupied area, and especially search key areas strictly, letting not one remnant enemy slip through the net. In the mopping up, for the buildings already seized, besides consolidating them with part of the forces, a part of the forces should be used to mop up enemies who may be hiding in underground works, while sealing off the underground works. In addition, within the target area already seized, all-around defense should be strictly organized, important sectors such as crossroads, squares, and parks should be consolidated, and the areas already mopped up should be strictly guarded and battlefield control strengthened. The second is to restrain enemy counterattacks by many measures. Light infantry and snipers occupy commanding points of buildings to monitor the directions and sectors from which the enemy may counterattack, striking the counterattacking enemy by using points to look over the area. In the course of the enemy’s counterattack, accompanying artillery strikes the head and tail flanks of the counterattacking enemy, blocking its advance and cutting off its retreat, while the fire of the various mechanized infantry occupies favorable terrain and concentrates fire to destroy the counterattacking enemy. At the same time, ambush rings or fire pockets are set up in the direction from which the enemy is most likely to counterattack, in order to annihilate entirely the enemy who attempts raids and counterattacks.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





10. The U.S. Army’s Offensive Operation Against the City of Baghdad


(2003.4.3–4.13)




Case Summary

In the Iraq War, the U.S. military settled on an operational guideline of striking directly at Baghdad, the Iraqi capital, and overthrowing the Saddam regime in one stroke by seizing it. Accordingly, at the same time that the air raids were launched, U.S. ground forces also began their attack; disregarding Iraq’s many cities along the way, they used only part of their strength to fight or contain the garrisons there, while the main force drove straight for Baghdad. But because of the stubborn resistance of the Iraqi army and the failure of U.S. logistics to keep pace, the ground attack force, built around the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division, did not close in on Baghdad until early April. The fighting for Baghdad began on April 3 and ended on April 13, lasting 11 days in all. The main engagements of the two sides took place on the outskirts of Baghdad; after the U.S. forces had occupied the outskirts, the Iraqi commanders responsible for defending Baghdad abandoned resistance and disbanded the garrison, so that Baghdad was occupied by the U.S. forces essentially without any major resistance. The seizure of Baghdad by the U.S.–British coalition marked the collapse of the Iraqi government headed by Saddam and the end of the main combat operations of the Iraq War, which then entered the stage of search, mopping-up, and restoration of order.



I. Pre-War Situation

On March 20, 2003, the Iraq War broke out. That night, the ground forces of the U.S.–British coalition crossed the Iraq–Kuwait border into southern Iraq and began their ground offensive against Iraq, directing their main attack objective straight at Baghdad.

(I) U.S. Ground Forces Aim Their Attack Objective Directly at Baghdad

In order to achieve the goal of a quick war and a quick decision, the U.S. military decided on rapid, decisive operations, striking swiftly and effectively at Iraq’s political and military vital targets, overawing Iraq’s will to resist, and bringing down the Iraqi regime. Among these were the “decapitation operation,” carried out by air raids with Iraqi President Saddam as the direct target; the “shock operation,” aimed mainly at vital targets such as the senior officials of the Iraqi government and military and their command systems; and the rapid advance of ground forces to envelop the Iraqi capital, Baghdad. By these rapid, decisive operations the U.S. military sought to achieve its war aims.

After the Iraq War began, the U.S. military at once made Baghdad its primary target and carried out unceasing air raids, concentrating on the vital targets of the Iraqi government and military. At the same time, the ground forces advanced rapidly, pincering from south and north, and in a fairly short time reached the walls of Baghdad and formed a posture of enveloping the city.

(II) The Offensive Deployment of the U.S.–British Coalition

The U.S. forces assigned the mission of seizing Baghdad consisted mainly of two routes, east and west.

The west route: the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division, a reinforced brigade of the 1st Cavalry Division, and a combat aviation brigade of the 101st Air Assault Division, undertook the main attack. The vanguard of the 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division was the 7th Cavalry Regiment of its 2nd Brigade, with 70 tanks and 60 armored vehicles. The combat aviation brigade of the 101st Division covered the vanguard with 100 to 200 “Apache” helicopters, conducting aerial reconnaissance of the ground in an area from about 50 kilometers to 100 kilometers ahead of the 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division’s vanguard, and striking and destroying targets as soon as they were found, so as to ensure that the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division advanced smoothly and rapidly. The west route’s line of advance was the area west of the Euphrates River, passing west of Nasiriyah and Najaf and through Karbala; in the course of the advance it bypassed, as far as possible, the areas fortified by the Iraqi army along the way and drove straight for Baghdad.

The east route: this was the U.S. Marine Corps’ 1st Marine Expeditionary Force. In its northward advance the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force likewise split into two routes: the main force developed its attack toward Baghdad along Nasiriyah, Shatrah, and Kut, while the other route went along the highway on the east bank of the Tigris River, through Basra, Amarah, and Kut, to Baghdad.

The U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division on the west route entered Iraq from Kuwait on March 21. Under the cover of the combat aviation brigade helicopters of the 101st Division, its vanguard marched day and night and drove deep, crossing 700 kilometers of desert. On March 22, an advance reconnaissance detachment of the 1st Brigade of the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division was ambushed in central Iraq, and 4 U.S. soldiers were killed. By the 24th, the vanguard had reached the vicinity of Karbala, about 80 kilometers from Baghdad, and engaged the garrison; the main force of the 3rd Division followed close behind. On the 25th, because of the effects of a sandstorm and of rear-area supply, and because of the stubborn resistance of the Iraqi army, the 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division was forced to halt its advance, blocked along the line of Karbala, Hindiyah, and Hillah. On the 28th, the U.S. 101st Air Assault Division entered Iraq from Kuwait to support the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division. In the early morning of the 29th it attacked the “Medina” Division with attack helicopters. From the 30th to the 31st, the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division, supported by the 101st Division, attacked along the lines of Karbala, Hindiyah, and Hillah respectively, aiming to open the road north to Baghdad. Fighting as it advanced, the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division finally reached the outskirts of Baghdad around April 3. The 101st Division continued its attack on Karbala.

On the east route, the main force of the U.S. Marine Corps, in the course of moving north after withdrawing from the battle of Nasiriyah, advanced to Shatrah, where it was blocked by local Iraqi forces; with the support of aviation, it seized Shatrah and continued north. At Kut the U.S. forces again met resistance from the Iraqi army and engaged the “Baghdad” Division that came forward to meet them. A part of the east-route Marine Corps, moving north after withdrawing from the battle of Basra, met stubborn resistance from a regular Iraqi army unit at Amarah. Thereafter, the east-route Iraqi forces were forced to fall back under the fierce blows of the coalition’s air raids, and the main force of the U.S. Marine Corps, without meeting any resistance, also reached the vicinity of Baghdad on the 3rd, completing the mission of encircling Baghdad.

(III) The Iraqi Army’s Defensive Deployment at Baghdad

The urban area of Baghdad covers 850 square kilometers and has a population of 5.35 million; it is Iraq’s political, economic, cultural, commercial, and transportation center. Baghdad is a world-famous historic ancient city; the Arabic meaning of the word “Baghdad” is “gift bestowed by God.” Around the year 760 it was established as the capital of the Arab Abbasid dynasty. Thereafter it passed through wars and the rise and fall of fortunes, which have continued down to the present.

Baghdad is located in the center of Iraq, in the northwest part of an alluvial plain, at an elevation of only 32 meters. The famous Tigris River winds through it from north to south, its two banks linked by 9 large bridges, including railway bridges, highway bridges, and a distinctive suspension bridge; the Rusafa district east of the bridges is the center of Baghdad. Iraq’s industry is concentrated in Baghdad, chiefly oil refining, machinery, iron and steel, textiles, leather, cement, cigarettes, and food products. Baghdad’s transportation is extremely convenient, with highways extending in every direction, including long-distance highways linking it with Beirut in Lebanon, Damascus in Syria, and Tehran in Iran; it is also a point that must be passed through on the Taurus railway connecting the Persian Gulf and the Bosphorus Strait. In the western suburbs of Baghdad lies Saddam International Airport, from which aircraft can fly directly to all parts of the world, and in the eastern suburbs lies the Rasheed military airfield; the inland river port can berth large vessels, and its waterway connects in the west with the Euphrates River, goes north up to Mosul, and goes south down to the Persian Gulf. Baghdad’s special geographical position and its unmatched importance in political, military, economic, and other respects determine its prominent strategic standing in Iraq.

The forces responsible for defending Baghdad were the Iraqi army’s elite Special Republican Guard and 7 divisions of the Republican Guard’s southern and northern corps. Before the fighting at Baghdad had unfolded, these units had already been badly mauled by air raids, and some had suffered heavy casualties in the fighting at Karbala and Kut. Around April 1, the Iraqi army made a rather large adjustment to the deployment at Baghdad, shifting the focus of the defense southward and drawing back the units deployed at Kirkuk and Tikrit. Of these, the “Medina” Division defended the south of the city of Baghdad; the “Al-Nida” Division defended the southeast; the “Nebuchadnezzar” Division (which Saddam urgently transferred from his hometown on April 2 to reinforce Baghdad) defended the west; and the “Hammurabi” Division defended the east. In the urban area were deployed 4 Special Republican Guard brigades, together with the “Saddam Fedayeen” and others, more than 20,000 men in all, charged with the missions of defending the urban area and guarding the presidential palaces and other key targets.



II. Course of Operations

The Baghdad offensive operation was carried out mainly by the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division. According to the progress of the operation it can be divided into three stages: operations on the periphery, the seizure of the urban area, and mopping-up operations. Of these, the operations on the periphery were the focus of the campaign; as for the mopping-up operations, although they were carried out in the urban area, in fact they continued even after the U.S. and British side had declared the end of the war.

(I) Operations on the Periphery

The operations on the periphery of Baghdad began on April 3 and ended on April 6, lasting 4 days. The operational actions unfolded mainly around the seizure of Saddam International Airport and the capture of key points and passages on the periphery of Baghdad.

From March 28, as the U.S. forces drew near, the Baghdad militia began digging trenches in the streets and began collecting weapons in preparation for street fighting. At the same time, the Iraqi army moved units from Tikrit and other places in the north, shortening its front in order to reinforce the defense of Baghdad.

On April 1, U.S. Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld announced that the U.S. forces had already surrounded Baghdad from the south, west, and north. General Franks, commander of the U.S. Central Command, had been authorized to decide for himself when to attack Baghdad, without needing to seek instructions from the President or the Secretary of Defense. That day, U.S. aircraft also attacked 2 buses carrying American and European anti-war activists acting as “human shields.” That evening, Iraqi Vice President Ramadan stated in a television speech that more than 6,000 volunteers from the Arab world had recently come to Iraq, more than half of whom would carry out suicide attacks against the U.S. and British forces.

From April 2 to 3, the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division stepped up its advance north from the southern battlefield and had closed in on Baghdad. To strengthen the southern line of defense, the Iraqi Republican Guard came out of Baghdad to prepare to meet the attack. Saddam again gave a television speech, calling on the Iraqi army and people to resist the U.S. forces, and commending the Iraqi soldiers and civilians who had fought heroically in the fighting. In the early morning of the 3rd, the Iraqi army launched two attacks on the U.S. forces at the bridge over the Euphrates River in southern Baghdad, inflicting casualties on the U.S. forces and slowing their northward advance. The U.S. forces used tanks and artillery to strike the Iraqi army. The U.S. side said that 2 U.S. soldiers were killed by blasts in the fighting and that the U.S. forces killed about 5,000 Iraqi troops. At the same time, the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division and the main force of the U.S. Marine Corps were advancing on Baghdad from the southwest and southeast respectively. On the 3rd, a U.S. commander said that the U.S. forces had pushed forward to a point 15 kilometers from the center of the city of Baghdad and had taken control of some of the passages in southern Baghdad.

On the morning of the 3rd, the vanguard armored units of the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division, attacking from the south of Baghdad, had already pushed forward to the vicinity of Saddam International Airport in Baghdad, only about 10 kilometers from the urban area of Baghdad. The Iraqi army pounded the U.S. positions in the southern suburbs of Baghdad with artillery fire and launched two attacks on the U.S. forces on the bridge over the Euphrates River in southern Baghdad. At the same time, U.S. warplanes carried out fierce bombing of the suburbs and urban area of Baghdad. After the U.S. forces arrived near Saddam International Airport, reconnaissance aircraft discovered that the Iraqi Republican Guard, under cover of darkness, was moving out of Baghdad toward the south in order to strengthen the defense of the positions along the Euphrates River and of Saddam International Airport. The U.S. forces immediately called in fire to strike the Iraqi units moving south, and the Iraqi army suffered heavy losses. At about 21:00, the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division launched an attack on Saddam International Airport; the artillery fire first concentrated on a village near the airport, where 83 Iraqis were killed in the attack and more than 120 others were wounded, most of them military personnel. Subsequently the ground forces began their attack, and the fighting continued until the early morning of the next day, by which time the U.S. forces had partially taken control of Saddam International Airport. In the fighting at the airport the U.S. forces destroyed and captured 31 antiaircraft guns, 3 armored vehicles, 1 field gun, 1 ammunition truck, and 23 trucks of the Iraqi army, and killed 320 Iraqi troops.

On the night of April 3, U.S. special operations forces attacking from the northern suburbs of Baghdad raided one of Saddam’s presidential residences near Baghdad, but did not capture any Iraqi government officials and seized only some documents. At 7:30 on the 4th, fighting broke out again between the U.S. and Iraqi sides at Saddam International Airport; in the fighting the U.S. forces occupied the main terminal of the airport and captured 40 soldiers of the Iraqi Republican Guard and special forces. That afternoon, a spokesman for the U.S. Central Command said at a press briefing that the U.S. forces had occupied Saddam International Airport, southwest of Baghdad, and had renamed it “Baghdad International Airport.” A few days earlier, the U.S. forces had bombed the runways of Saddam International Airport, with the aim of preventing Iraqi leaders from escaping Iraq by air. On the night of the 4th, the U.S. forces and the Iraqi forces that came to reinforce engaged in fierce fighting at Saddam International Airport and in the area south of Baghdad; the coalition concentrated heavy firepower on the reinforcing Iraqi forces and sent out aviation in support, and the fighting continued until the morning of the 5th. At 9:30 on the 5th the fighting was still continuing, the U.S. air raids had weakened, and about a hundred U.S. troops also went to Saddam International Airport to support the U.S. operation. That day, the U.S. forces occupying Saddam International Airport came under a suicide bombing attack by the Iraqi army. To prevent the Iraqi army from using the airport’s underground passages to attack, the U.S. forces blew up the airport’s underground passages. The unit responsible for attacking the airport this time was the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division, and the units carrying out supporting operations were the U.S. 101st Air Assault Division and the 94th Engineer Battalion. The U.S. forces at the airport numbered about 1,500.

On April 3, the U.S. Marine Corps attacking from the southeast had also reached a point 10 kilometers from Baghdad. The U.S. Marine Corps claimed that the “Al-Nida” Division of the Iraqi Republican Guard had been defeated by the Marines advancing toward Baghdad from the southeast, and that 2 of the division’s 3 brigades had already been destroyed.

On the 4th, the commander of the 1st Brigade of the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division said that, on the outskirts of “Baghdad International Airport,” U.S. vehicles came under Iraqi artillery fire, and 1 officer and 1 noncommissioned officer were killed.

On the 5th, the U.S. forces had formed an encirclement of Baghdad from the south and had essentially taken control of Saddam International Airport, southwest of Baghdad; the U.S. 101st Air Assault Division had also reached the vicinity of the airport and was advancing toward the outskirts of the city of Baghdad. In the course of the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division’s attack toward Baghdad, 2 tank companies and 1 infantry company, meeting no resistance, occupied the headquarters of the Republican Guard’s “Medina” Division, about 50 kilometers south of Baghdad. In fact, by this time the Iraqi “Medina” Division had already withdrawn from its station. On the morning of that day, 20 M1 tanks and 10 “Bradley” fighting vehicles of a tank battalion of the 2nd Brigade of the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division entered the urban area of Baghdad along the southern expressway to conduct reconnaissance, passed smoothly through the city center, and routed the Iraqi forces encountered along the way. In the course of the advance 1 U.S. officer was killed and 2 other soldiers were wounded. In the afternoon, another U.S. force composed of 25 tanks and 12 fighting vehicles set out from the airport and penetrated in a southwesterly direction to a point only 7 kilometers from the center of Baghdad, advanced north through the Dora district, and on reaching the bank of the Tigris River turned back west and returned to Saddam International Airport by way of Route 8. The U.S. forces met no stubborn Iraqi resistance in either reconnaissance, and therefore concluded that the resistance encountered in attacking Baghdad was smaller than originally estimated.

In the early morning of the 6th, the main force of the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division, attacking Baghdad from the southwest, after several successive days of breaking through the Iraqi army’s defense of the northward routes at Hindiyah and Karbala, crossed the Euphrates River bridge in the area east of Musayyib and advanced toward Baghdad along the expressway from Karbala to Baghdad. By the morning of the 6th the U.S. forces had occupied the two main highways leading to Baghdad from the west and the south, cutting off the connection between southwest Baghdad and the outside world. Subsequently the U.S. forces began patrolling the outlying suburbs of Baghdad and gradually shrank the ring of encirclement around Baghdad. At the same time, the U.S. forces stepped up the air raids on Baghdad. The U.S. forces claimed to have crushed 5 of the 6 divisions of the Iraqi Republican Guard. The battle-report officer of the 1st Brigade of the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division said that only the “Hammurabi” Division of the Iraqi Republican Guard remained relatively intact, with just 3 brigades and 1 battalion left.

On the afternoon of the 6th, the U.S. Marine Corps attacking Baghdad from the southeast fought a fierce battle with the Iraqi army for possession of the bridge over the Tigris River near the south of Baghdad. Supported by the fire of helicopters, artillery, and tanks, the Marines fiercely attacked the Iraqi troops on the west bank of the river. That day the Iraqi army fired 5 missiles at the U.S. forces in the suburbs of Baghdad and exchanged fire with the U.S. forces, and the sounds of artillery, rocket launches, and gunfire merged into one. After nightfall, the fighting in the south and southeast of the city of Baghdad was especially fierce, and antiaircraft fire lit up the night sky. While fiercely engaging the U.S. forces, the Iraqi army blocked all the passages into Baghdad, using tanks and artillery to block in particular the exits of southern and southeastern Baghdad. The Iraqi army strengthened its key-point deployments within the city and deployed paramilitary units on every street, and many citizens also took to the streets carrying guns to patrol. The Iraqi authorities issued an order forbidding all persons and vehicles from entering or leaving Baghdad from 6:00 p.m. each day to 6:00 a.m. the next morning.

On the afternoon of the 6th, the U.S. forces at Saddam International Airport had reached 7,000 men and began clearing and repairing the airport. The U.S. forces also attacked the presidential palaces and Republican Guard barracks in the suburbs of Baghdad. On the afternoon of the 6th, in the course of its advance toward Baghdad, the U.S. 101st Air Assault Division was attacked by an Iraqi unit that suddenly emerged from buildings around the airport; the two sides fought fiercely, and in the end the Iraqi unit was routed. At 20:00 that day a U.S. C-130 transport aircraft landed at Saddam International Airport. This was the first U.S. aircraft to land there, on the third day after the U.S. forces announced the occupation of the airport on April 4.

On the night of the 6th, Iraqi television and radio broadcast a statement by Saddam ordering Iraqi soldiers who had become scattered and could not return to their own units to join other units on their own initiative to resist the U.S. invasion.

(II) Seizing the Urban Area

The operation in the urban area of Baghdad began on April 7 and ended on the 9th, lasting 3 days. By the night of the 6th the U.S. forces had closed in on Baghdad from the east, south, and west and had tightly encircled it, with special forces cooperating in the north; the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division undertook the main attack from the southwest.

At 6:00 on the 7th, the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division launched its attack on Baghdad from west to east. More than 70 tanks and about 60 infantry fighting vehicles of its 2nd Armored Brigade, under the support and cover of A-10 attack aircraft, attacked toward the center of Baghdad along the west bank of the Tigris River, occupied the new presidential palace on the west bank of the Tigris River, and surrounded buildings such as the Iraqi Ministry of Information building. Another presidential palace on the east bank of the Tigris River also came under attack by the U.S. forces. At 7:00 on the 7th, another part of the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division broke into the center of Baghdad and engaged the Iraqi army in fierce fighting. By the afternoon of the 7th, the fighting within the city of Baghdad was still raging. Fierce gunfire and artillery fire also rang out around the Rashid Hotel, a landmark building in the city of Baghdad.

At 8:00 on the 7th, the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division sent out tanks and artillery to attack a presidential residence 3 kilometers from Saddam International Airport. That day, the U.S. Marine Corps attacking from the southeast, while contesting two bridges over the Diyala River in the southeastern suburbs of Baghdad, engaged the Republican Guard in fierce exchanges of fire; after the U.S. forces seized the bridges, they came close to the eastern urban area of Baghdad. Immediately afterward, this force, supported by helicopters, artillery, and tank-infantry fighting vehicles, seized the main traffic arteries along the southeast of Baghdad and set up checkpoints on all passages into and out of Baghdad, in order to cut the Iraqi army’s routes of entry and exit and prevent the Iraqi army’s mutual support and redeployment. Officials of the U.S. Central Command said that 2,000 to 3,000 Iraqi armed personnel were killed in that day’s fighting.

Just as the U.S. forces announced that they had already attacked into the urban area of Baghdad, Iraqi Information Minister Sahhaf told reporters in front of the Sheraton Hotel in the center of Baghdad that the U.S. forces had not entered Baghdad, that the fighting was still continuing, and that the Iraqi army had badly mauled the U.S. forces; while confronting each other by force, the U.S. and Iraqi sides also launched a tit-for-tat struggle in the field of news. That afternoon, Iraqi Republican Guard troops, each small unit equipped with 6 rocket launchers, fully armed, guarded the important positions of the Iraqi Ministry of Information and Ministry of Foreign Affairs. On the 7th, at the most tense and critical moment of the fighting in Baghdad, Iraqi television again read out Saddam’s latest statement, calling on Iraqi officers and men to resist heroically the attack of the U.S.–British coalition and promising to give heavy rewards to officers and men who destroyed enemy tanks, artillery, and armored vehicles. The U.S. forces said that on that day the tactical command center of the 2nd Brigade of the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division, located in southern Baghdad, was hit by a rocket, causing the deaths of 2 U.S. personnel and wounding 15.

In the early morning of the 8th, the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division developed its attack from west to east, from the western part of the city of Baghdad toward the central area and the direction of the bridges over the Tigris River. Under fierce artillery fire support and cover, the U.S. forces used armored units to attack the Iraqi troops on the east bank fiercely from the west ends of the two bridges, the Jumhuriya Bridge and the Sinak Bridge, while the Iraqi army returned fire on the east bank of the Tigris River. U.S. aviation fiercely bombed the Iraqi troops at the east ends of the bridges, and one tank, covered by fire, took advantage of the moment to dash across the bridge into the east bank, whereupon the follow-on U.S. forces seized the bridges.

Just at the critical moment of the fierce fighting in the city, Iraqi troops from the outskirts of the city drove into the city on buses and trucks, occupied buildings and favorable terrain, and resisted stubbornly in order to block the U.S. forces entering the urban area. At this time, 2 U.S. A-10 “Thunderbolt” attack aircraft used machine guns to strafe from above the Iraqi troops occupying rooftops and favorable terrain; only after about 1 hour were the U.S. tanks and infantry fighting vehicles able to continue to advance and recapture the important road intersections and the two bridges over the Tigris River. In the fighting 50 Iraqi military personnel were killed. At the same time, the U.S. Marine Corps advanced from the southeast to the near suburbs of Baghdad and seized the Rasheed military airfield, about 5 kilometers southeast of Baghdad; U.S. tanks drove onto the airfield’s runways, and the infantry searched the airfield’s various buildings for remaining Iraqi troops. In the fighting for the Rasheed airfield, the U.S. Marine Corps had engaged in fierce exchanges with the Republican Guard defending the airfield. On the 8th the Marine Corps also occupied an airfield in the eastern suburbs of Baghdad that the Iraqi army had abandoned. On the afternoon of the 8th, U.S. A-10 attack aircraft and “Apache” helicopters carried out continuous attacks on a Republican Guard camp in the southeast of Baghdad.

On the 9th, the U.S. forces, supported and covered by helicopters and artillery, continued to develop their attack toward the center of Baghdad with armored units. A brigade of the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division that attacked into Baghdad from the west repeatedly met sporadic Iraqi resistance, and the U.S. forces destroyed more than 20 Iraqi tanks and armored vehicles. The U.S. Marine Corps attacking Baghdad from the east, after occupying the Rasheed military airfield, crossed the canal into Saddam City in the northeast of Baghdad and fought street battles with the Iraqi army in the city; in the fighting 6 U.S. personnel were wounded. That day, in their attack on Baghdad the U.S. forces met no organized large-scale Iraqi resistance, and their attack was smoother than originally predicted; no scenes of fierce fighting appeared in the Baghdad operation, and overnight the main force of the Iraqi Republican Guard suddenly “evaporated” and no longer existed. After the U.S. forces occupied Baghdad, disorder appeared in parts of the city, but sporadic Iraqi resistance continued, and Iraqi snipers posed a certain threat to the U.S. forces.

On the 9th, Iraqi radio, after a one-day interruption of its broadcasts, resumed broadcasting and continued to play patriotic songs. At 6:44 that afternoon, Baghdad time, television pictures transmitted around the world through Al Jazeera and Abu Dhabi television showed many Iraqis walking onto the streets of Baghdad, cheering “liberation,” “celebrating” the overthrow of the Saddam regime and welcoming the U.S. forces; with the help of the U.S. forces, a huge statue of Saddam was toppled in a Baghdad square. But before long many media reported that the scenes of Baghdad’s streets welcoming the U.S. forces, which were played over and over around the world on April 9, were a planned show put on by the Americans. The media said that “the whole people toppling Saddam was a staged play.” According to a BBC report, the Iraqis present at the time were only “a few dozen.” Watson, an Australian member of the neutral peace organization “Iraq Peace Team,” which was long stationed in Baghdad, said: “At the time I was less than 300 meters from the scene; there were very few people gathered there, and the rest of the square was almost entirely empty,” and the people gathered had all been deliberately brought by the U.S. forces. Even Hudson, an American of that same organization, said that it was a “deliberately contrived media operation.” That day, U.S. President Bush expressed satisfaction with the progress of the war situation but at the same time held that “the war is not over” and that the U.S. forces would still face “great danger.” On the evening of the 9th, Al-Douri, the Iraqi ambassador to the United Nations, made a statement saying that the “game” was over and that Iraq now had no government left for him to represent. Soon afterward, Al-Douri flew by way of Paris to Amsterdam, the capital of the Netherlands.

(III) Mopping-Up Operations

The mopping-up operations in Baghdad ran from the 10th and came to a close on the 13th, a period of about 4 days. After that, Baghdad continued to suffer sporadic attacks, and this situation lasted until the end of the entire war.

From the night of the 9th to the early morning of the 10th, in several major districts of Baghdad, Iraqi militiamen and Arab volunteers were still persisting in the fight, firing at the U.S. forces from buildings and other structures. On the 10th, the U.S. and Iraqi forces at one point fought a fierce battle around Baghdad University, and near the Ministry of the Interior building the two sides exchanged fire with light weapons. While using ground forces to search and mop up, the U.S. forces also sent out aviation to continue air raids on Baghdad, and the sound of explosions echoed through the whole city of Baghdad. That night fierce fighting also took place on the expressway in western Baghdad. The U.S. Marine Corps was attacked by Iraqi forces in a mosque in the northwest of Baghdad, on the northeast bank of the Tigris River, causing the death of 1 U.S. serviceman. On the night of the 10th a U.S. highway checkpoint in the northern suburbs of Baghdad was hit by a suicide attack, and 4 U.S. soldiers were wounded in the attack. That day, U.S. special forces had already taken control of 5 important airfields in the Baghdad area. The 101st Air Assault Division had reached the Iskandariyah airfield in southern Baghdad and was preparing to launch an attack into northern Iraq. By the 10th the U.S. forces had taken complete control of all the oil fields in southern Iraq and had taken control of Al-Qaim, an important town on the Iraq–Syria border.

On the 11th, the U.S. forces occupied the Iraqi army’s military intelligence headquarters in the center of Baghdad; the situation in the city was still unstable, with sporadic exchanges of fire from time to time, and the U.S. Marine Corps began enforcing a curfew in the eastern part of Baghdad. That day the U.S. Marine Corps destroyed a large arms depot in the northern suburbs of Baghdad, causing the deaths of 3 U.S. soldiers and some local residents. In the early morning of the 12th, an Iraqi suicide bomber attacked a checkpoint in the center of Baghdad, wounding 3 U.S. Marines and 1 sailor. On the 12th, the U.S. Marine Corps had a gunfight with Iraqi forces near the Palestine Hotel, and on the 14th was attacked by Iraqi forces again at the same place. That morning, the vanguard units of the U.S. 4th Mechanized Infantry Division began entering Iraq from Kuwait, preparing to seize some strongpoints in northern Baghdad that were still held by the Iraqi army.

As the U.S. forces entered the urban area of Baghdad, from the 10th onward disorder broke out in the city of Baghdad. Some people took advantage of the chaos to enter the German embassy in Iraq, the French cultural center in Iraq, and the homes of senior Iraqi officials, including Saddam’s eldest son Uday, and looted wildly; Baghdad fell into a state of having no government. United Nations Secretary-General Annan pointed out that, under the relevant provisions of the Geneva Conventions and other international law, the U.S.–British coalition, as the occupying party, had the responsibility to ensure the normal life of the local people. On the 11th a hospital in the city of Baghdad was looted bare, and all of its medical instruments and equipment and hospital beds were carried off. That day the U.S. Marine Corps began enforcing a curfew in eastern Baghdad. On the 12th the looting in Baghdad became even more serious, looting appeared simultaneously in other cities as well, and a large number of important cultural relics of the Baghdad Museum were also looted. The chaotic looting in a Baghdad without a government lasted 3 days; on the evening of April 12 U.S. patrol police cars appeared in the city center, and on the 13th the U.S. forces began carrying out the mission of restoring social order in Baghdad and set up an operations center. But that day social order in Baghdad was still chaotic. On the afternoon of the 13th, an anti-U.S. demonstration of several hundred people appeared in Baghdad for the first time; more than 2,000 Iraqi police officers returned to their posts, some of whom patrolled the main streets of Baghdad together with the U.S. forces, some shops began to open for business, and vehicles also appeared on the streets.



III. Case Analysis

In the Baghdad city offensive operation, the U.S. forces took “a quick war and a quick decision” as their guiding thought, took information superiority as the foundation, gave full play to the overall power of joint operations, adopted “rapid decisive operations,” and achieved decisive results, highlighting the characteristics of the U.S. military’s operations in the 21st century.

(I) Information-Led, with Full Implementation of the “Decapitation Operation”

Rapidly encircling and occupying Baghdad and hunting down the senior Iraqi officials and political figures was the core of the U.S. military’s “decapitation operation.” Therefore, in this offensive against Baghdad, the U.S. forces, through reconnaissance platforms of every kind such as unmanned reconnaissance aircraft, spy planes, and reconnaissance and communications satellites, sent real-time battlefield situation images and intelligence to the rear command post 24 hours a day without interruption. The U.S. side held that seizing Baghdad and physically eliminating Saddam was the quickest and most economical way to solve the Iraq problem; therefore, besides launching land, sea, and air firepower strikes on Baghdad on the frontal battlefield, it also employed every means to track Saddam’s whereabouts and bombed him with highly informationized, intelligent guided weapons. In order to determine Saddam’s position accurately, besides giving full play to the role of all kinds of reconnaissance and intelligence platforms, the U.S. forces had also, before the Baghdad operation, dispatched an intelligence-gathering team called “Gray Fox” to infiltrate Baghdad secretly. Its members were all intelligence experts, fluent in the local language, able to operate separately and alone in various parts of the city, and capable of approaching targets and determining the specific locations of Saddam and other senior Iraqi officials by intercepting electronic signals, then promptly reporting to headquarters to guide the bombing.

(II) Integrated Joint Operations by Land, Sea, Air, Space, and Special Forces

Judging from the course of the Baghdad operation, land, sea, air, space, and special forces (special operations) achieved an overall operational effect against Baghdad. To ensure the rapid, deep maneuver of the ground forces, the air force always held command of the air and of space and gave the Iraqi air force not a single opening to exploit; its accurate, sustained, fierce bombing badly damaged Iraqi combat strength and created favorable conditions for the ground forces’ rapid maneuver to encircle Baghdad. The navy, with the sea lanes under its control, made a great contribution to the air raids on Baghdad with its carrier-based aircraft and combat ships. The ground forces made full use of the effects created by the air raids and of favorable opportunities, advancing rapidly right up to the walls of Baghdad. The special operations forces went deep behind enemy lines to reconnoiter and to seize airfields and important facilities, and played a key role at critical moments. The space forces gave full play to their operational support and assurance role, so that all kinds of information was obtained, processed, and transmitted rapidly, ensuring the accurate and efficient operation of the C4ISR system. On the battlefield, land, sea, air, space, and special forces essentially formed an organically functioning whole, so that operational effectiveness was given fairly good play.

(III) Striking Directly at Vital Points to Ensure Rapid Victory

Because the aim of the Iraq War was to overthrow the Saddam regime, the operational guiding thought of the “decapitation operation” ran through it from beginning to end. There were two vital points that the U.S. forces needed to strike directly: first, Saddam himself and the core of his regime; second, Baghdad, the Iraqi capital. To this end, the U.S. forces did not hesitate to launch an early attack with the “decapitation operation,” firing more than 40 “Tomahawk” cruise missiles and a number of precision-guided bombs at one time, attempting to kill Saddam and other Iraqi military leaders in one blow and end the war with the fewest casualties in the shortest time. In order to strike directly at Baghdad, the core of the Saddam regime, the U.S. ground forces also took enormous risks, adopting the tactic of “thrusting straight into the heart” and driving more than a hundred kilometers deep in a single day. But this was a risky move: the insufficiency of its troop strength and a supply line more than 500 kilometers long once became a fatal weakness of the U.S. forces, which came close to suffering an Iraqi counterstroke. In order to end the war quickly, in the Iraq War the U.S. forces changed the traditional method of “storming cities and seizing ground, consolidating step by step,” and instead, after concentrating firepower on a strike at the key points, sent out ground forces to “leapfrog” and “attack by bypassing points,” bypassing the areas heavily defended by the Iraqi army and advancing directly on Baghdad. After encircling Baghdad, in order to avoid street fighting, they again concentrated tank and armored vehicle columns with tight protection and strong firepower to drive rapidly along broad roads straight into the center of Baghdad and the vital government departments; in this way the U.S. forces both occupied the city center and avoided street fighting with the Iraqi army in densely populated streets.

(IV) Putting Psychological Warfare First to Shake the Iraqi Army’s Resolve to Fight

In order to achieve the aims of rapidly seizing Baghdad and reducing casualties, the U.S. forces held to the principle of “psychological warfare first” in the operation, and by means of two kinds of psychological warfare they not only shook the Iraqi army’s resolve to fight but also induced some of the generals defending Baghdad to “come over.” The U.S. forces used the media to publicize wildly the “flight of senior Iraqi officials,” saying that Iraqi Deputy Prime Minister Aziz had “fled” Iraq and entered southern Turkey; at one moment it was claimed that “Saddam, wearing an oxygen mask, was carried out of the presidential palace, which had already become a ruin,” and at another that Saddam had already been killed in the bombing, and that Vice President Ramadan had also been “bombed to death.” The aim of spreading such reports was to make the Iraqi troops defending Baghdad waver in morale and give up resistance. At the same time, various means were adopted to induce surrender and defection. During the stage of the offensive against the city of Baghdad, U.S. special forces infiltrated Baghdad and secretly contacted people from all walks of Iraqi life by various means, carrying out propaganda and subversion, causing the city’s defending troops to surrender or fight passively, and organizing the populace to rise up, so as to disintegrate the Iraqi army’s defensive strength from within. By making telephone calls, scattering leaflets, spreading false reports, and similar methods they weakened the morale of the Iraqi military and civilians, and sent surrender-urging messages to the mobile phones of Iraqi leaders and officers, which effectively coordinated with the regular forces’ city-attack operations. The special forces’ actions to induce surrender played an enormous role in the operation.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





11. The U.S. Army’s City Operation at Fallujah


(2004.11.8–11.16)




Case Summary

After the main military operations of the Iraq War ended on May 1, 2003, from November 8 to 16, 2004, the U.S. forces stationed in Iraq and the Iraqi security forces carried out a large-scale city operation in Fallujah against Iraq’s anti-U.S. armed groups. On the basis of repeated fire strikes on Fallujah, the U.S. and Iraqi forces launched a general assault from three directions—the northwest, northeast, and southeast—and, after street fighting with the anti-U.S. armed groups, gained control of the urban area and then began search and mopping-up actions. The main actions of this operation lasted 9 days, killing 1,200 Iraqi anti-U.S. armed men and capturing more than 1,000; U.S. forces suffered 38 killed and 320 wounded (of whom 33 later died of their severe wounds), and the Iraqi security forces suffered 6 killed and 28 wounded. The Fallujah city operation was the largest city operation carried out by the U.S. military since the start of the new century, and it reflected the important characteristics of city combat under informationized conditions.



I. Pre-War Situation

In 2003 the U.S. military, using as its pretext that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction and ties to terrorism, launched the Iraq War, whose aim was to bring down the Saddam regime, and within a fairly short time won a “victory.” However, the so-called pretext was never confirmed by physical evidence, and in the eyes of the great majority of the Iraqi people the U.S. forces had become “invaders,” which undoubtedly aggravated the turmoil of Iraqi society; the various anti-U.S. armed groups in Iraq kept the U.S. forces stationed in Iraq perpetually on the edge of danger.

(I) Iraq’s Main Anti-U.S. Armed Groups

Ever since U.S. President Bush declared the end of the Iraqi military operations on May 1, 2003, Iraq had never been completely calm. Demonstrations against the U.S. forces and violent attacks by the various armed factions never stopped; in the second half of 2003 a wave of anti-U.S. activity was set off, and by early 2004 Iraq’s anti-U.S. armed groups had continued to grow and gain strength, numbering nearly a hundred, of which there were three main armed forces:

The first was the remnant forces of Saddam. After the Iraq War, for a time the Saddam remnant forces became the main body of the anti-U.S. armed groups. Its members consisted mainly of personnel of the former regime’s military, police, and special services, members of the former ruling party, the Arab Ba’ath Socialist Party, and members of Saddam’s family. After the United States occupied Iraq, 3 million Ba’ath Party members and 700,000 military, police, and special-service personnel vanished into the sea of Iraqi people, scattered throughout the country. The core members of the remnant forces numbered 4,000 to 5,000, and formed three armed groups: the Saddam Fedayeen, the Jerusalem Brigade, and M14 (the code name of the counterterrorism and special operations section of the former regime’s intelligence service). The Saddam remnant armed groups once issued a statement in the name of the Ba’ath Party declaring that it would lead the Iraqi people in carrying the anti-U.S. armed resistance movement through to the end, until Iraq was liberated from occupation by foreign troops. Although this armed force took direct resistance to the U.S. forces as its main activity, it existed for only a very short time; after the U.S. forces stationed in Iraq handed power over to the Iraqi interim government on June 28, this armed force’s anti-U.S. activities began to go underground and gradually split up and disintegrated.

The second was the “Mahdi Army,” led by the Iraqi Shiite leader Sadr. Not long after the end of the Iraq War, the “Mahdi Army” led by Sadr took control of many Shiite areas and set its main area of activity in Najaf, the holy city of Iraq’s southern Shiite Muslims. Sadr carried out comprehensive reorganization and administration in the areas he took over, and for this attracted a large number of supporters, especially the poor and the young. Sadr openly called on believers to resist the U.S. forces, and he disregarded and defied the ban on the establishment of private armed forces issued by the Iraqi Governing Council and the interim government. The “Mahdi Army” led by Sadr numbered about 10,000, of whom 5,000 to 6,000 were activists and about 1,000 were core members. The “Mahdi Army” led by Sadr fought armed confrontations with the U.S. forces stationed in Iraq and the security forces of the Iraqi interim government many times and at one point dealt heavy blows to the U.S. forces and Iraqi security forces.

The third was the “Unification and Jihad Organization” led by Zarqawi, the “number three leader of the al-Qaeda organization.” This armed force had developed into the most active of Iraq’s anti-U.S. armed groups. The secret bases of the “Unification and Jihad Organization” led by Zarqawi were spread across the whole of Iraq; its numbers were not large, but it mainly carried out car-bomb and suicide terrorist attacks, and on May 17 it killed Salim, the rotating president of the Iraqi Governing Council, near the headquarters of the coalition forces in Iraq in heavily guarded Baghdad. For this reason the U.S. forces stationed in Iraq and the Iraqi interim government had designated Zarqawi as the number one enemy and raised the bounty on him from 10 million U.S. dollars to 25 million. Zarqawi and the “Unification and Jihad Organization” he led were based mainly in Fallujah, the main gathering area of Sunni Muslims in central Iraq.

(II) Fallujah Becomes a Gathering Area for Anti-U.S. Armed Activity

Fallujah is located about 70 kilometers west of Baghdad, the Iraqi capital; its urban area is about 3.5 kilometers long east to west and about 3 kilometers wide north to south. The Euphrates River flows past the west of the city and, farther south, joins the Tigris River. Within the city of Fallujah and in the surrounding villages and towns more than 200 mosques are scattered, so Fallujah is also called the “City of Mosques.” In Fallujah tribal tradition stands above the letter of the law, and the traditional Iraqi tribes in the city hold a deep-rooted notion of vengeance. For precisely this reason Fallujah became one of the most active cities for anti-U.S. armed groups; it was called Iraq’s “capital of resistance,” and together with Tikrit, Saddam’s home town, to its north, Ramadi to its west, and Baqubah to its east, it formed a mutually supporting triangle, called the resistance center of the “Sunni Triangle.”

Entering 2004, anti-U.S. resistance activities and terrorist attacks within Iraq rose one after another, and the U.S. forces were exhausted in coping with them. The center of anti-U.S. activity in central Iraq was Fallujah. On March 31, 2004, four American security personnel were shot to death in the downtown area of Fallujah and were afterward whipped on their corpses and paraded through the streets. In revenge for the March 31 “corpse desecration incident,” on April 5 the U.S. forces stationed in Iraq launched a large-scale mopping-up operation code-named “Vigilant Resolve” and attacked Fallujah, with little result, but it caused the casualties of a thousand innocent Iraqi civilians, and the U.S. government and its forces stationed in Iraq came under widespread condemnation from international opinion. In order to extricate themselves quickly from the unfavorable situation, and also to reduce casualties and concentrate forces to deal with Sadr and his “Mahdi Army” in Najaf in southern Iraq, the main force of the U.S. Marine Corps began successively withdrawing from Fallujah on April 30. After that, the U.S. forces stationed in Iraq and the Iraqi security forces fought on and off with the anti-U.S. armed groups in Fallujah, and their mopping-up operations against Fallujah achieved very little. Only on August 27, after the Shiite leader Sistani stepped forward to mediate, did Sadr, the leader of the Shiite anti-U.S. armed group, order his armed men to lay down their weapons and withdraw from Najaf and the neighboring city of Kufa, whereupon the U.S. forces and the Iraqi security forces (the army of the Iraqi interim government) turned their attention back to Fallujah.

In order to capture Zarqawi, head of the “al-Qaeda” organization in Fallujah, and thoroughly wipe out the “Unification and Jihad Organization,” the U.S. forces stationed in Iraq held several rounds of negotiations with the Iraqi religious-sect leaders and the anti-U.S. armed groups of Fallujah, but in the end, because of major differences over the question of handing over Zarqawi, no plan for resolving Fallujah peacefully could be reached, and the armed conflict between the two sides escalated further. On September 16 and 17, the U.S. forces launched a military operation in Fallujah code-named “Precision Strike,” hitting the armed elements led by Zarqawi, the number three figure of the “al-Qaeda” organization. On October 13, Allawi, prime minister of the Iraqi interim government, ordered the anti-U.S. armed groups and residents of Fallujah to hand over Zarqawi, the number three figure of the “al-Qaeda” organization, “otherwise large-scale military action will be taken against Fallujah.” On the 15th, the U.S. 1st Marine Division and the U.S. Army’s 1st Infantry Division, in coordination with 2 brigades of the Iraqi security forces, gradually surrounded the city of Fallujah and carried out air raids on the hiding places suspected of sheltering Zarqawi and his supporters. After this the U.S. forces continually added troops and strengthened the siege of Fallujah, preparing to resolve the problem by force. On October 31, Allawi, prime minister of the Iraqi interim government, stated that the door to resolving the Fallujah problem peacefully was gradually closing, and authorized the U.S. and Iraqi coalition to use force to clear the “terrorists” out of the city of Fallujah. In early November the U.S. forces decided to launch a military operation against Fallujah code-named “Phantom Fury.”

(III) The Intentions and Comparison of Forces of the Two Sides

The U.S. forces and the Iraqi security forces committed about 14,000 men in all, of whom about 12,000 were U.S. forces and about 2,000 Iraqi forces. Their operational intention was to concentrate superior forces and, by large-scale military action, to wipe out the anti-U.S. armed groups of Fallujah.

The operational intention of Fallujah’s anti-U.S. armed groups was to take advantage of the favorable conditions of surging anti-American sentiment at home and of the U.S. forces’ worry that excessive violence would arouse public anger and their reluctance to harm the innocent lightly, and, by stubbornly holding strongpoints in the city, to make the U.S. forces lose large numbers of men in street fighting and so win final victory; their main strength was about 2,000 to 3,000 men. In order to wipe out the anti-U.S. armed groups in Fallujah thoroughly, the U.S. forces drew the lesson of the unsuccessful military action of April 2004, when insufficient strength had led to failure at Fallujah, and dispatched the elite 1st Marine Expeditionary Force and the Army’s 1st Cavalry Division, about 12,000 men in all, which, together with the security forces of the Iraqi interim government, came to about 14,000 men, a participating force 7 times that of the anti-U.S. armed groups. If factors such as information control, weapons and equipment, and training level are evaluated together, the coalition’s superiority was far above that of the anti-U.S. armed groups; what the two sides were waging was an asymmetric operation in which the comparison of strength was extremely lopsided.



II. Course of Operations

The Fallujah city operation can be divided into three stages: air raids on important targets in the city, attacks on the urban area, and fighting in the urban area together with mopping-up actions, which reflected the basic pattern of modern city combat.

(I) Carrying Out Air Raid Actions

Before the war the U.S. forces employed several reconnaissance satellites and some early-warning and reconnaissance aircraft to carry out all-around intelligence reconnaissance of Fallujah, and grasped in detail the terrain of the city and the deployment of the anti-U.S. armed groups. On November 2 and 6, the U.S. forces also twice sent special reconnaissance detachments of the Iraqi interim government to infiltrate the urban area and carry out final close-in and fire reconnaissance of important targets. Before formally attacking Fallujah, the U.S. and Iraqi coalition carried out several fire strikes on the city’s important targets. In view of the characteristics that most anti-U.S. armed groups were equipped with light weapons and had weak air defense capability, the U.S. forces gave full play to their air superiority and, before the operation, carried out 5 large-scale bombings of Fallujah-related targets, mainly with air firepower. On the night of the 5th, U.S. warplanes concentrated air raids on two city districts in the northwest of Fallujah. On the morning of the 6th, the U.S. forces again shelled targets in the various places around the city. On the eve of the attack, the U.S. forces first carried out violent bombardment of the whole city of Fallujah with warplanes, artillery, and tanks. Subsequently, the well-prepared U.S. forces stationed in Iraq, together with some of the Iraqi interim government’s security forces, began the large-scale attack on Fallujah code-named “Phantom Fury.”

(II) Carrying Out the Attack on the Urban Area

In order to avoid large numbers of civilian casualties in city combat, which would create political passivity, the U.S. forces, drawing on the experience of past city operations, implemented before the assault on the city an offensive deployment of “surrounding three sides and leaving one open” against Fallujah, providing a safe passage for civilians to evacuate along the road leaving the city to the northwest. In order to separate the civilians from the anti-U.S. armed groups effectively before the war and make the people leave the urban area, the U.S. forces adopted the following measures: first, creating public opinion on a large scale to intimidate the people into leaving Fallujah; second, destroying the foundations of daily life such as water and power sources, forcing the residents to leave the urban area; third, carrying out more than 10 fairly large-scale air raids and artillery bombardments to drive the people out of Fallujah. Through these means, 70% of the more than 300,000 residents of Fallujah fled before the war. In addition, during the attack, while fighting, they also issued warnings by loudspeaker forbidding males from 15 to 50 years old to enter or leave the urban area, so as to reduce civilian casualties as far as possible.

The U.S. forces carried out a plan of “mixed combat platoons” with the security forces of the Iraqi interim government, that is, mixing some Iraqi personnel together with U.S. combat units in organization. This measure could both prevent large numbers of Iraqi troops from running away in the fighting and make up for the U.S. forces’ deficiencies such as unfamiliarity with the terrain, lack of a common language, and inability to distinguish civilians from anti-U.S. armed groups in good time. In addition, as for the anti-U.S. armed groups’ combat strongpoints, communications centers, and medical clinics set up inside mosques that the U.S. forces could not enter, the U.S. forces carried out a blockade on the outside, and the clearing tasks were basically all completed by the Iraqi National Guard. The U.S. side called this tactical means “a combination of the strong dragon and the local snake.”

To prevent a situation of “gnawing the bone,” the U.S. forces adopted the diversionary tactic of “feinting to the south while striking to the north.” They first sent out more than 200 armored vehicles to launch several diversionary attacks on the south of the city of Fallujah, and in the early morning of November 8 occupied Fallujah General Hospital on the west bank of the Euphrates River and also took control of two bridges, causing the anti-U.S. armed groups to mistake that the U.S. forces might attack from the south of the city. But just when the anti-U.S. armed groups had shifted their main force to the south of the city, on the night of the 8th the U.S. forces simultaneously launched a general assault into the city from the northwest, northeast, and southeast, making the anti-U.S. armed groups take blows on every side, unable to look after both head and tail, and short of strength. The U.S. forces converged from all four sides, pushing forward step by step from the outside inward, continually nibbling away at the anti-U.S. armed groups’ positions, and managed to seize one area, consolidate it, and keep it from being reused by the anti-U.S. armed groups. This attack seemed to make slow progress, but in fact it sought speed through slowness and effectively reduced casualties.

On the morning of the 8th, on the basis of fierce bombardment of the main targets in the city of Fallujah with the fire of warplanes, artillery, and tanks, the U.S. forces launched a general assault into the city simultaneously from the three directions of the northwest, northeast, and southeast of Fallujah at night. The main attack force, composed of the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force and 6 Army battalions, about 2,500 men, supported by armed helicopters and ground artillery fire, launched attacks simultaneously from 6 points in the northwest of Fallujah, aiming mainly at the Jolan district, where the anti-U.S. armed groups’ resistance was strongest. In addition, more than 4,000 U.S. Marines and Army troops and the security forces of the Iraqi interim government began to attack the Askari district in the northeast of Fallujah. Other U.S. and Iraqi forces attacked toward the southeast of Fallujah. In order to suppress the anti-U.S. armed groups’ fire, U.S. warplanes and the 1st Cavalry Division’s artillery bombarded the mortar positions of the Iraqi anti-U.S. armed groups in the south of Fallujah. After the urban operation began, whenever the ground forces met resistance from the anti-U.S. armed groups using works and strongpoints, they at once called in on-station aircraft and ground artillery fire to destroy them directly. Very soon, a total cutoff of water and electricity began within the city of Fallujah, and the living facilities fell basically into a state of stoppage.

(III) Fighting in the Urban Area and Mopping-Up Actions

On November 9, U.S. armored units pushed into the center of the city of Fallujah and began consolidating their positions, preparing for street fighting with the Iraqi armed elements in the center of Fallujah. In order to avoid excessive casualties in urban street fighting, the U.S. forces began dividing the buildings in the city of Fallujah into zones and deployed in each zone sniper teams of 2 to 4 men; the snipers, hidden in concealed places, hunted down the anti-U.S. armed elements one by one after the latter, unable to withstand the air raids and artillery bombardment, fled from their cover and from the houses where they had hidden. Before every strike action, the U.S. forces adopted the tactics of “acting only upon sensing the wind” and “looking first, then hitting,” and never advanced rashly. In order to grasp battlefield intelligence more precisely, the U.S. forces also used ultra-small “Dragon Runner” unmanned reconnaissance vehicles and “Dragon Eye” unmanned reconnaissance aircraft to discover and grasp the situation of targets on the other side of a “wall corner” and of targets in low visibility, and then acted as opportunity allowed, achieving at the initial level the transparency of city combat.

In order to explore further effective methods for the unavoidable street fighting in city combat, the U.S. forces adopted the following street-fighting methods: first, precision strikes and point destruction. While giving play to the advantage of long-range precision strikes to pull out strongpoints and break through obstacles, the U.S. forces used diversionary attacks to discover and destroy the anti-U.S. armed groups’ secret shelters, creating conditions for the ground forces’ street fighting. Second, using the high to control the low and buildings to control the lanes. The U.S. forces usually first seized buildings on the outskirts or adjacent points that command the surroundings and set up on their tops long-range weapons such as heavy machine guns and grenade launchers, eliminating anti-U.S. personnel in the buildings opposite and moving in the streets and lanes. Third, breaking contact and indirect street fighting. When anti-U.S. armed personnel were found resisting from within a building, the attacking tank or infantry detachment quickly withdrew to a safe area and called in attack helicopters or on-station aircraft to destroy the enemy fire points from the air, rather than engaging the enemy in close-range “hand-to-hand combat.” Fourth, using sniping against sniping. The U.S. forces widely used advanced technology to support counter-sniper actions. For example, they used unmanned reconnaissance aircraft and robots to provide combatants directly with the enemy situation, even the situation behind cover; they used newly developed counter-sniper systems that, through sound sensors and a wireless network, detected an enemy sniper’s position within a few seconds after he fired, creating conditions for the U.S. forces to carry out counter-sniper actions quickly and accurately. In addition, the U.S. forces also specially deployed snipers trained in counter-sniping, equipped with M40A1 sniper rifles with a range of up to 2,000 meters and fitted with daytime and infrared optical sights, with high accuracy and strong night-fighting capability. The anti-U.S. armed groups’ sniper rifles, by contrast, were mostly former Soviet equipment with a range of only 600 meters, slow rate of fire, poor accuracy, and no night-fighting capability. This undoubtedly gave the U.S. forces complete victory in the sniping war.

On November 11, the U.S.–Iraqi coalition forces broke into and took control of the center of the city of Fallujah, and the anti-U.S. armed groups’ fortress in Fallujah, Jolan, was also taken under control by the U.S. Marine Corps; the security forces of the Iraqi interim government began searching for and mopping up the anti-U.S. armed men hidden in the mosques of Jolan, while the U.S. forces began collecting the various weapons scattered about the area.

On November 13, the U.S. and Iraqi forces had taken control of about 80% of the streets and neighborhoods in the city of Fallujah; because in the southern part of Fallujah they met die-hard resistance from foreign armed personnel from Syria, Chechnya, and other places, the U.S. and Iraqi city-attacking forces began to push toward the south of Fallujah. At the same time, in order to prevent the anti-U.S. armed groups from shifting to Mosul to carry on the struggle, the Iraqi interim government massed large numbers of reinforcements and sent them to Mosul, a city in northern Iraq, to reinforce the local police and other security forces. In fact, before the war the U.S. forces had already tightly encircled the urban area of Fallujah, about 10.5 square kilometers, cutting off the external support and external contact channels of the anti-U.S. armed groups in the city and isolating Fallujah both geographically and psychologically. On the eve of the outbreak of fighting, the U.S. forces completely sealed off all roads into and out of Fallujah and arrested all men under 45 entering or leaving the urban area, to prevent anti-U.S. armed personnel from escaping in the confusion.

In the fighting, the U.S. forces adopted the method of fighting, encircling, and mopping up at the same time, promptly clearing out the hidden anti-U.S. armed personnel. At the same time, the “Shahwani Force,” the special unit of the Iraqi interim government, assisted in screening out disguised armed elements to keep remnant enemies from slipping through the net. With absolutely superior strength, the U.S. forces created for themselves a favorable situation of “using an ox cleaver to kill a chicken,” so that this campaign did not continue the history of bloody city fighting of the past, and exchanged an extremely small price in casualties for complete victory in the Fallujah city operation.

Toward evening on the 13th, after occupying the armed elements’ last strongpoint in the south of the city of Fallujah, the U.S. forces announced that the Fallujah fighting had “basically ended,” but on the 15th the U.S. forces launched a new round of attacks on the remnant anti-U.S. armed men holding out in the city. Only on the 16th did U.S. officers stationed in Iraq announce that the U.S.–Iraqi coalition forces had completely occupied and taken control of Fallujah.

From the air raids carried out on November 5 and the launching of the “Phantom Fury” operation on the 8th to the U.S. announcement on the 16th that the Fallujah fighting had ended, the U.S. forces in all destroyed 1,200 anti-U.S. armed men and captured more than 1,000; their own forces had 38 killed and 320 wounded; the Iraqi interim government army had 6 killed and 28 wounded. Fifteen days after this action, that is, on December 1, the U.S. forces announced that 33 of the wounded who had taken part in the Fallujah city operation had died of their severe wounds; that is, in all 71 U.S. troops who took part in the “Phantom Fury” operation died in that battle.



III. Case Analysis

The Fallujah operation was a city offensive action in which the U.S. forces, on the premise of full preparation and with a new concept of city combat—that is, relying on real-time precise battlefield reconnaissance and fire strikes and on air-ground integrated joint operations to weaken the strength of the anti-U.S. armed groups to the greatest extent—relied on the overall power of integrated joint operations by many services and arms to complete the mission, and it created a new model of city combat under modern conditions.

(I) The Multi-Dimensional Battlefield Environment Is the Greatest Difference Between This City Operation and Traditional City Combat

Traditional city combat is mainly ground combat; it begins first from the periphery of the city and proceeds by peeling away layer upon layer, finally developing into a model of contesting house by house and street by street, in which the tempo of the fighting is slow and the efficiency low. In the Fallujah city operation, the U.S. forces used long-range precision-guided missiles networked with the command and control system, fighters, bombers, and special operations forces to carry out integrated joint operations, and essentially there was no situation in which large numbers of troops were split apart by the urban terrain and acted too dispersedly. In the fighting, the U.S. forces used the various combat forces, from different directions and altitudes, to carry out all-around strikes on the targets occupied by the anti-U.S. armed personnel in the urban area, so that they were separated from one another, unable to look after both head and tail, and always in a position of isolation and lack of support. This shows that city combat under informationized conditions is developing from the traditional purely ground street fighting toward a multi-dimensional, three-dimensional direction.

(II) Precision of Strike Targets Is the Greatest Characteristic of This City Operation

In traditional city combat, the attacking side, in order to destroy the other side’s living strength, usually carries out blind, indiscriminate bombardment of the whole city, which not only causes serious damage to the city’s important infrastructure but also leads to large numbers of civilian casualties. In this operation the U.S. forces adopted a new concept of city combat, stressing the principle of giving equal weight to attack and protection; by carefully selecting operational targets and striking precisely, they achieved the goal of killing the enemy without destroying the city, so that Fallujah’s urban functions were quickly restored after the battle. Most of the buildings in the city were preserved intact, and the residents who had fled the city before the war quickly restored a normal order of life after returning home. In addition, precision of strike targets can also achieve the purposes of striking the enemy’s morale and winning the support of the enemy’s people, so that the benefit of war can be maximized.

(III) Informationized Weapons and Equipment Are the Main Means of This City Operation

The higher degree of informationization of the U.S. forces’ main combat equipment effectively reduced the complexity of the city combat environment. In order to lower the high risk of the Fallujah city operation, the U.S. forces used a large amount of information technology suited to city combat, especially to ground street fighting. For example, the newly fielded “multi-dimensional surveillance system” can, through satellites and various manned and unmanned reconnaissance aircraft, carry out round-the-clock monitoring of non-military targets such as Fallujah’s mosques and residential areas, so that anti-U.S. armed personnel cannot hide in them; the “Dragon Runner” unmanned reconnaissance combat vehicle can discover targets on the other side of a “wall corner”; the “Dragon Eye” small unmanned reconnaissance aircraft can discover targets in extremely low visibility. A single platoon leader of the U.S. Marine Corps, relying on these two kinds of reconnaissance equipment, could fully grasp every kind of movement in “dangerous areas.” The Fallujah city operation showed that informationized weapons play an irreplaceable role in urban street fighting in a complex battlefield environment and have become an important means of overcoming the enemy and winning victory in modern city combat.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





12. The Defense of Nanjing During the War of Resistance Against Japan


(1937.11.13–12.13)




Case Summary

From November 13 to December 13, 1937, in order to defend the capital, Nanjing, the Chinese Nationalist army organized a defense of Nanjing and its surrounding areas with 100,000 troops and resisted the Japanese invading army. Matsui Iwane, commander of the Japanese Central China Area Army, directing 8 divisions plus 2 brigades, about 200,000 men, took advantage of the Chinese army’s withdrawal after the Battle of Shanghai (Songhu) and advanced by land and water on three routes, pursuing the Chinese army closely and attacking Nanjing. Because the Nationalist army adopted a passive defense, Nanjing was lost and its forces suffered heavy losses. After the Japanese army took Nanjing, it massacred more than 300,000 Chinese military personnel and civilians over a period of days, creating the historical tragedy of the “Nanjing Massacre.”



I. Pre-War Situation

From August 13 to November 12, 1937, the Battle of Shanghai (Songhu), which lasted 3 months, ended; the Japanese army occupied Shanghai and launched an attack on Nanjing, the capital of the National Government and the center of Nationalist rule. The Nationalist army had been defeated in the Battle of Shanghai, its national-defense lines had fallen one after another, and the Japanese army was pressing closer step by step, so the defense of Nanjing became an urgent problem to be solved.

(I) The Japanese Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment

The Japanese army attacked Nanjing in two routes: the north route (the main force, under the command of General Matsui Iwane) advanced west along the corridor north of Lake Tai and the Shanghai–Nanjing railway; the south route attacked along the corridor south of Lake Tai and the Nanjing–Hangzhou highway; in addition, one part came out by way of Guangde and headed for Wuhu in order to block the Nationalist army’s withdrawal to the west, intending to trap the Nationalist army in the Nanjing area.

The Japanese forces attacking Nanjing totaled 8 divisions, 2 brigades, and part of the navy, about 200,000 men, with General Matsui Iwane as commander. The north-route Japanese force was the Shanghai Expeditionary Army, organized from the 3rd (Fujita Susumu), 9th (Yoshizumi Ryosuke), 11th (Yamamuro Munetake), 13th (Ogisu Ryuhei), and 16th (Nakajima Kesago) Divisions and the Shigeto Detachment (brigade), under Matsui Iwane’s personal command; the south-route Japanese force was led by Lieutenant General Yanagawa Heisuke, commander of the 10th Army, with the 114th Division (Suematsu Shigeharu) and the Kunizaki Detachment (Kunizaki Noboru) advancing along the Yixing, Liyang, and Lishui highways; the 6th Division (Tani Hisao) and the 18th Division (Ushijima Sadao) attacked toward Wuhu along the Wuhu highway.

(II) The Nationalists’ Lack of Resolve to Hold Nanjing

Nanjing was the capital of the Nationalist government, the political, military, and economic center of the whole country at the time, and also the hub of China’s north–south communications. The Tianjin–Pukou, Nanjing–Shanghai, and Nanjing–Wuhu railways joined there, highways ran in every direction, and the waterways were chiefly the Yangtze River. Going up the river one could reach Wuhan and Chongqing directly, and going down the river one reached Shanghai directly. The city of Nanjing is ringed by mountains on three sides and faces the Yangtze to the north; its terrain is dangerous and commanding, and it had always been a place of military importance. On the periphery are Mount Wulong, Mount Qixia, Mount Tang, Mount Qinglong, Mount Fang, Mount Niushou, and others, forming an arc-shaped natural screen; around the city and suburbs are commanding heights such as Mufu Mountain, Purple Mountain (Zijin Shan), and Yuhuatai, from which the traffic arteries can be controlled; the city walls of the urban area are solid and are surrounded by a moat, and the terrain within the city is slightly undulating, with 8 small hills that could serve as anchors for the defense, convenient for holding the strong points.

As early as 1934 to 1936, the Nationalist government had used the troops of 4 divisions and spent two and a half years building two lines of defense between Shanghai and Nanjing: the first was the Wufu Line, that is, centered on Lake Tai, running from Fushan on the south bank of the Yangtze in the north, through Changshu, Suzhou, Wujiang, and Jiaxing, to Zhapu on Hangzhou Bay in the south; the second was the Xicheng Line, running from Jiangyin on the south bank of the Yangtze in the north to Wuxi on the north side of Lake Tai in the south. In 1936 Chiang Kai-shek even personally directed the army in exercises for the defense of Nanjing. But after the Japanese army took Shanghai, the Nationalist government no longer had the resolve to defend Nanjing, so that the works of the Wufu Line and the Xicheng Line became a mere formality.

On November 9, 1937, after the fall of Shanghai, the capital Nanjing, more than 300 kilometers from Shanghai, came directly under the threat of the Japanese army. In mid-November Chiang Kai-shek convened the generals of the various armies three times to discuss the question of defending Nanjing. At that meeting most of the generals, including He Yingqin, Li Zongren, and Bai Chongxi, advocated abandoning Nanjing, because the whole way between Shanghai and Nanjing was plain, with no dangerous terrain to hold; moreover the main force of the Chinese army had suffered heavy casualties and exhaustion in the Battle of Shanghai, and restoring its fighting strength would take considerable time. Chiang Kai-shek’s German military advisers also advocated abandoning Nanjing rather than making a “pointless sacrifice.” At the meeting Chiang Kai-shek on the one hand declared that he would “hold Nanjing firmly,” while on the other he withdrew the main force of his own direct-line troops toward southern Anhui and ordered the capital moved to Chongqing.

(III) The Nationalist Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment

On November 20 the Nanjing Garrison Headquarters was established, with Tang Shengzhi as commander and Luo Zhuoying and Liu Xing as deputy commanders. Its subordinate units were the Training Corps (more than 35,000 men), the 36th Division of the 78th Army (army commander and division commander Song Xilian), the 87th Division of the 71st Army (army commander Wang Jingjiu; division commander Shen Fazao), the 88th Division of the 72nd Army (army commander and division commander Sun Yuanliang), the 2nd Corps (commander Xu Yuanquan) with its 41st Division (division commander Ding Zhipan) and 48th Division (division commander Xu Jiwu), as well as 2 regiments of military police, the 8th Artillery Regiment, and other units. In the course of the operation, reinforcements successively added to Nanjing’s defense were the 74th Army (army commander Yu Jishi) with its 51st Division (division commander Wang Yaowu) and 58th Division (division commander Feng Shengfa), the 66th Army (army commander and 160th Division commander Ye Zhao) with its 159th Division (Tan Sui) and 160th Division, and the 83rd Army (army commander Deng Longguang) with its 154th Division (division commander Wu Jianxiong) and 156th Division (division commander Li Jiang). Thus, when the Japanese army attacked the area near Nanjing, the total strength defending Nanjing reached more than 100,000 men.

Those defending Nanjing and its near suburbs were the 88th, 36th, and 87th Divisions, the Training Corps, and the military police units. The 88th Division was assigned the defense from Shuixi Gate and Zhonghua Gate to Wuding Gate and Yuhuatai; the 36th Division was assigned the defense of Xuanwu Gate, Red Mountain (Hongshan), Mufu Mountain, and Baojiang Gate, and cooperated in operations with the Mufu Mountain fortress and the Shizi Mountain fortress; the Training Corps was assigned the defense of Guanghua Gate, Zhongshan Gate to Taiping Gate, Purple Mountain, Qilin Gate, and Tianbao Fort, and used one part to defend the Wulong Mountain fortress; the 87th Division defended the area of the Tongji Gate barracks and Guanghua Gate; the military police units were assigned the defense from Dinghuai Gate to Hanzhong Gate and Qingliang Mountain.

Those defending the outer positions of Nanjing were the 2nd Corps and the 74th, 66th, and 83rd Armies. The 2nd Corps was deployed in the Qixia Mountain and Wulong Mountain area, with the task of assisting the Wulong Mountain fortress’s gun emplacements in tightly blockading the Yangtze River and of blocking the Japanese forces on both sides of the railway; the 74th Army organized its defense in the area of Chunhua Town and Niushou Mountain; the 66th Army organized its defense along the line from Chunhua Town to Fengniu Mountain and sent forward units toward Jurong; the 83rd Army was deployed along the line from Fengniu Mountain to Longtan and sent forward units toward Dingshu.

In order to stop the Japanese army’s attack, the Nationalist army decided to use a small number of troops to defend the existing positions on the “first line of national defense” (Fushan–Suzhou–Jiaxing–Zhapu) and, if forced, to fall back to hold the “second line of national defense” (Jiangyin–Wuxi). At the same time, the 10th Army Group was to fall back to hold Hangzhou and the 7th Army (2 divisions) to fall back to the vicinity of Changxing; it was also planned to transfer 6 divisions of the Sichuan army to concentrate near Ningguo and Guangde, then attack the south-route Japanese force and drive it to the vicinity of the Qiantang River and destroy it there. After the Japanese army took the line of Changshu, Suzhou, and Jiaxing, the Nationalist government established the Nanjing Garrison Headquarters, declaring that it would hold Nanjing firmly. It was also planned to use part of the Shanghai–Nanjing War Zone to attack the Japanese flank and rear in the Anji and Xiaofengshan area, and to use part of the forces of the Third War Zone to block in the mountain land south of Longtan and north of Guangde, and to destroy communications and delay the Japanese advance, so as to support the defensive operations at Nanjing.



II. Course of Operations

The course of the campaign can be divided mainly into three stages: the Jiangyin blocking battle, the Guang(de)–Si(an) defensive operations, and the battle to defend the city of Nanjing.

(I) The Jiangyin Blocking Battle

On November 13 the north-route Japanese force launched its attack. The 3rd and 9th Divisions advanced west along the Nanjing–Shanghai line; the 11th and 13th Divisions attacked and advanced toward Taicang and Changshu; the 16th Division and the Shigeto Detachment attacked toward Zhitang, Fushan, and Xinglong Town, attempting to cut the Nanjing–Shanghai highway. On the night of the 13th the Nationalist left-wing army withdrew to positions on the Fushan–Suzhou line. From the 15th the two sides fought fiercely in the areas of Changshu, Xinglong Town, Fushan, and along the river. On the 19th the Japanese army attacked the defenders with fierce artillery fire and frequent bombing, and used part of the 3rd Division to cross Yangcheng Lake and attack Suzhou, concentrating forces with the 13th and 16th Divisions and the Shigeto Detachment to attack Changshu, Fushan, and other places. The defenders were not strong in their defense and then withdrew toward the line of Wuxi and Jiangyin. On the 24th, the Japanese 9th, 11th, and 16th Divisions attacked by many routes straight for Wuxi; and the Akiyama Detachment crossed Lake Tai in motor launches, broke through the defensive positions of the defending 50th Army on the west shore of Lake Tai, and circled around toward Changzhou so as to form a pincer on Wuxi. Except for one part that withdrew outside Changzhou, the main force of the Nationalist left-wing army withdrew toward the border region of Zhejiang, Jiangxi, and Anhui. The Japanese army continued the attack and advance in three routes. Its right route was the 11th and 13th Divisions, attacking in the direction of Jiangyin, and it met the stubborn resistance of the defending 103rd and 112th Divisions and the garrison of the Jiangyin fortress. The middle route was the 16th Division, which beat back a counterattack by the defenders in the area east of Jurong, took Jurong on December 5, reached the area east of Tangshan on the 6th, and engaged the defending 66th Division in fierce fighting. The left route was the 9th Division, which, after taking Changzhou on November 29, continued to advance west, took Jintan on December 2, occupied Tianwang Temple on the 6th, and broke through the defensive positions of the defending 51st Division and advanced to the vicinity of Chunhua Town.

In this stage the fighting at the Jiangyin fortress was the most intense. On November 27 the Japanese 13th Division launched an attack on the Jiangyin fortress. The Huangshan gun emplacement at once returned fire, the Dongshan and Xishan gun emplacements also fired at the same time, and the two sides carried on a fierce artillery duel. On the 30th the Japanese army again launched an attack; the units of the defending 103rd Division held their positions firmly and resisted stubbornly, organizing counterattacks many times, some positions being lost and then retaken, and both sides suffered heavy casualties. On December 1 the Japanese army’s land, sea, and air forces jointly attacked the Jiangyin area, and most of the defenders’ positions and works were destroyed; as for some of the national-defense works and underground works of the fortress, because of a lack of effective management, in some cases the keys could no longer be found, and in others the locks had long since rusted and could not be opened, so that they could not be used; moreover, because the two sides stood in close confrontation and the fighting was mostly at close quarters, the fortress’s heavy guns could not exercise their advantage, while the Japanese army advanced by water and land together and attacked ever more fiercely. In this emergency, He Zhizhong, commander of the 103rd Division, threw the whole division’s strength into the fierce fighting, beat back the Japanese army’s repeated attacks one after another, and the casualties among officers and men were already extremely heavy. After nightfall the 103rd Division was ordered to break out and shift toward Zhenjiang. When it reached the edge of Jiangyin city it learned that the 112th Division had long since withdrawn, which left the 103rd Division exposed to the enemy on its flank and rear and increased its casualties further.

The Jiangyin blocking battle lasted 5 days and nights. The 103rd and 112th Divisions and the fortress garrison units stubbornly resisted the advance of the superior Japanese army; although they themselves suffered heavy casualties, they also dealt a heavy blow to the Japanese army’s arrogance and inflicted great killing and wounding upon it. During the fighting the Jiangyin local government and the broad masses of the people actively supported the front, voluntarily forming transport teams and stretcher teams, and, braving the Japanese army’s fierce air and ground fire, rushed grain and ammunition forward and rescued and carried the wounded, which further stirred the fighting spirit of the defending officers and men and their spirit of heroic dedication to the nation.

(II) The Guang(de)–Si(an) Defensive Operations

On November 13 the south-route Japanese 10th Army took Pingwang, on the 19th occupied Jiaxing, and then, with one part of its forces, took up a posture of attacking Hangzhou on the Shanghai–Hangzhou line, while its main force advanced rapidly west along the south side of Lake Tai. In order to consolidate Wuxing (present-day Huzhou), the Nationalist army urgently ordered the vanguard units of the 7th Army of the 21st Group Army to occupy positions along the line of Shengxian Town and Daqian Town to resist the Japanese attack.

In mid-November the 23rd Group Army was ordered to advance to the Lishui and Liyang area southeast of Nanjing to assemble and await orders. On November 23, the Nationalist 23rd Group Army made its deployment: the 144th Division organized its defense along the line of Jiapu and Jincun north of Changxing on the west shore of Lake Tai; the 146th Division was positioned along the line of Xintang, Lijiaxiang, and Lüxian Town on the south side of Changxing; the 148th Division was positioned along the line of Hongxingqiao and Lincheng southwest of Changxing; the Independent 14th Brigade was positioned along the line north of Lüxian Town to Lincheng; the Independent 13th Brigade was positioned along the line from the north bank of Meixi to Zhongsi’an; the 145th Division was positioned at Si’an, the key point on the highway between Changxing and Guangde, and the area near it; the 147th Division served as the reserve, assembled in the area of Baiyan, Meishan, and Hexi. Each division and brigade quickly entered its designated area and built works overnight, preparing to meet the attacking Japanese army.

On the 24th the Japanese army broke through the 7th Army’s defensive positions and then took Wuxing, Changxing, and other places. Then the main force of the Japanese 18th Division split up and advanced to attack Si’an and Guangde. On the morning of the 26th the vanguard 2 cavalry companies of the Japanese army attacked the defensive positions of the 23rd Group Army’s line, and the defenders at once opened dense fire and beat them back. Subsequently the main force of the Japanese 18th Division, supported by more than 20 aircraft and by tanks and artillery, launched a fierce attack on the positions of the 145th, 146th, and 148th Divisions and was likewise beaten back by the defenders. At dawn on the 27th the Japanese army used more than 10 aircraft to carry out wild and indiscriminate bombing of the defenders’ positions, and then the infantry again attacked the defenders by many routes, with armored units following. The 145th Division’s defensive positions were broken through by the Japanese army, and Middle Si’an and Lower Si’an were lost.

In the early morning of the 28th, except for holding positions with part of its forces, the main force of the 23rd Group Army counterattacked toward the Middle and Lower Si’an area. After fierce fighting until noon, the Japanese 18th Division sent additional forces to relieve the encirclement; by 16:00 the Japanese army broke the encirclement and withdrew southeast in three routes. Middle and Lower Si’an were thus recovered by the Nationalist army.

At dawn on the 29th, the Japanese 18th Division, covered by aircraft, tanks, and artillery, again concentrated its main force and launched an attack toward Si’an. The 145th Division, outnumbered, fought and withdrew at the same time; by 14:00 Upper, Middle, and Lower Si’an had been lost one after another, and division commander Rao Guohua directed his units to fall back to the Jiepai line and continue to hold.

At dawn on the 30th the Japanese 18th Division launched an attack along the whole line and then took Guangde. At the same time, the Japanese 114th Division took Yixing on November 28, Liyang on December 2, and Lishui on the 4th. It then split into two routes, one joining the 9th Division in attacking Chunhua Town, the other directed at Moling Town. The 6th and 18th Divisions joined up at Guangde on November 30. Afterward the 18th Division occupied Xuancheng on December 7 and took Wuhu on the 10th, thereby cutting off the line of retreat of the Nanjing garrison; the 6th Division took Langxi on the 4th, seized Shuiyang Town on the 5th, then detoured around Danyang Lake, took Dangtu on the 9th, crossed the Yangtze River on the 10th to take He County, broke through the defensive line of the defending force in the Wujiang Town area in a single blow, and rushed toward Pukou. By December 6, the various Japanese routes attacking Nanjing had reached the vicinity of Qixia Mountain, Tangshan, Chunhua Town, and Moling Town, forming a posture of encirclement on three sides of the Nanjing garrison.

(III) The Battle to Defend the City of Nanjing

From December 7 the Japanese army launched attacks on Nanjing’s outer defense line, and places such as Qixia Mountain, Tangshan, and Moling Town all came under fierce Japanese attack. After two days and nights of fierce fighting on the outskirts of Nanjing, the Japanese army successively occupied key points such as Qixia Mountain, Tangshan, Chunhua Town, and Moling Town, and the defenders were forced to fall back to hold the line of Wulong Mountain, Qilin Gate, and Dashengguan.

On the 9th the battle to defend the city of Nanjing began in full. From 7:00 more than 60 Japanese aircraft carried out repeated bombing inside and outside the city. The Japanese aircraft also dropped into the city a “Letter Urging Surrender” from Matsui Iwane to Tang Shengzhi, delivering a final ultimatum to the defenders and setting a deadline of noon on the 10th for handing over the city of Nanjing. Tang Shengzhi paid no heed to this and ordered all units to hold their lines in strict array and swear to share their fates with the positions; he also directed Song Xilian, commander of the 78th Army, to have the 36th Division responsible for guarding the river line and to forbid any unit to cross the river.

On the 8th the Japanese army concentrated artillery fire to bombard Laohudong fiercely, and then the infantry launched an assault. The defenders in the Laohudong area were the battalion of Luo Yufeng of the 5th Regiment of the 3rd Brigade of the Training Corps; relying on favorable terrain and works and commanding the heights, the battalion struck the attacking Japanese army with dense fire and inflicted heavy casualties on it, and the Japanese army was forced back to its original positions. At dawn on the 9th the Japanese army launched a fierce assault on the defenders’ positions with ground and air firepower, and fired incendiary shells and smoke shells, so that the defenders’ positions were instantly engulfed in smoke and fire, and the Japanese army then launched an assault. Luo Yufeng’s battalion resisted stubbornly and, with the support of a flank attack by the regiment’s main force, again beat back the attacking Japanese army. In the afternoon the Japanese army, taking advantage of a favorable wind direction, again fired large numbers of incendiary shells and smoke shells and launched a fierce attack; Luo Yufeng unfortunately died at his post, most of the battalion was killed or wounded, and Laohudong was then lost.

From dawn on the 9th the Japanese army launched an attack along the whole line on Nanjing from three directions. On the 10th the main force of the Japanese army launched a fierce attack at once on the line of Yuhuatai, Tongji Gate, Guanghua Gate, and the second peak of Purple Mountain. Engineer detachments of the Japanese 9th Division, under the cover of fire, blew open roads with explosives and broke through Guanghua Gate twice in succession, and more than 100 Japanese suicide troops dashed into the city in a single rush. The defenders counterattacked in good time, wiped out all the Japanese suicide troops, and quickly restored their positions. The defenders at Tongji Gate also engaged the Japanese army in fierce contest, stubbornly resisted the advance of the superior Japanese army, and afterward, with reinforcement by the 156th Division, beat the Japanese army back. That night the 156th Division selected a number of dozens of suicide-squad members, who were lowered by ropes from the city wall and, using gasoline and hand grenades, burned to death the small number of Japanese lying in ambush in the gate tunnel, and, following up the victory, attacked and drove off a part of the Japanese army that had occupied the Tongguang barracks; afterward, in the pursuit, all the warriors of the suicide squad heroically gave their lives.

Another part of the Japanese army, in two routes guided by tanks, launched an attack on the Training Corps’ defensive positions. The defenders first met them courageously with successive fire from antitank guns and destroyed 2 Japanese tanks, delaying the Japanese attack. In the afternoon a part of the Japanese army, guided by 3 tanks, charged fiercely toward Guanghua Gate. The Training Corps’ 2nd Regiment, the Noncommissioned Officers’ Battalion, and a company of antitank guns launched a counterattack and, covered by the 87th Division resisting from the front, beat the Japanese army back and captured 3 of them.

On the 11th the Japanese army concentrated its elite troops in a fierce attack on the Zhonghua Gate area. A part of the 88th Division defending outside Zhonghua Gate was forced to withdraw into the city; the Japanese army pressed close behind, and because the defenders were in confusion and the scaling ladders and the city gate could not be closed in time, more than 300 Japanese rushed into the city together. Luo Zhuoying personally took command at the front line, fierce street fighting developed in the Zhonghua Gate area, and in the end all the Japanese who had entered the city were killed. At this time the east-line Japanese force launched a fierce attack on Purple Mountain; the Training Corps resisted bravely and fought a bloody, bitter battle, so that the Japanese army found it difficult to advance a single step. Another part of the Japanese army made a detour around the Dashengguan and Jiangxinzhou area and attacked the flank of the 74th Army, and the fighting was exceptionally fierce. At 14:00 the right-wing position of Yuhuatai, defended by the main force of the 88th Division, was broken through by the Japanese army, and the defenders resisted stubbornly and held on to their main positions.

On the 12th the Japanese army carried out assaults on the various city gates with dense ground and air firepower. In addition, more than 30 Japanese aircraft circled over Nanjing, dropping bombs and leaflets at the same time, urging the defending generals to surrender. After 12:00 the Japanese 9th Division took the main position at Yuhuatai, and the 88th Division suffered heavy casualties. The Japanese army bombarded Zhonghua Gate with heavy artillery and fired into the city with part of its artillery, then the infantry launched an assault and broke into Zhonghua Gate in a single rush, while another part broke into Guanghua Gate; the Japanese 16th Division fiercely attacked the Training Corps’ defensive positions and quickly took Purple Mountain, then went on to break through Zhongshan Gate and enter the city; a part of the Japanese 13th Division broke through the defensive positions of the 41st and 48th Divisions of the 2nd Corps and then launched a fierce attack on the Wulong Mountain fortress.

At 17:00, in extreme danger, Tang Shengzhi convened a meeting of Luo Zhuoying, Liu Xing, and generals of division commander rank and above, announced Chiang Kai-shek’s order of withdrawal, and gave instructions on the breakout plan and the assembly points; at the same time he ordered the 36th Division to cover the Garrison Commander’s headquarters in crossing the river and withdrawing north.

On the night of the 13th Nanjing fell. After the Japanese army took Nanjing, it burned, killed, raped, and plundered wildly and carried out a horrifying great massacre. According to the findings of the International Military Tribunal for the Far East alone, the innocent civilians and captured Nationalist officers and men who were machine-gunned in groups, burned, and buried alive by the Japanese army numbered as many as 190,000, and the corpses buried piecemeal amounted to more than 150,000. One third of the houses in the whole city were reduced to ashes.



III. Case Analysis

The defense of Nanjing ended in the defeat of the Nationalist army; the Japanese army took Nanjing in only one month, and the fall of the capital had an extremely unfavorable effect on the situation of the War of Resistance; in particular, the fall of Nanjing led to the cruel slaughter of 300,000 military personnel and civilians, creating a historical tragedy of unparalleled horror.

(I) The Strategic Guideline of Passive Resistance Was the Main Cause of the Nationalist Army’s Defeat

As early as the outbreak of the Battle of Shanghai, the Nationalist side had adopted the mistaken guideline of passive resistance, with the result that the national-defense works built over many years and the mountainous terrain west of Zhenjiang were not fully used, allowing the Japanese army to drive deep and reach Nanjing quickly. When the Japanese army launched its attack toward Nanjing, Chiang Kai-shek successively held three meetings on November 17 and 18, but what was discussed was the question of “whether or not to defend Nanjing.” On December 2 the German Trautmann arrived in Nanjing and met Chiang Kai-shek, stating that he was willing to mediate the Sino-Japanese war, and conveyed the ceasefire conditions put forward by the Japanese government: recognizing Manchukuo and the independence of Inner Mongolia, expanding the content of the “He–Umezu Agreement,” Sino-Japanese joint defense against communism, and eradicating the anti-Japanese movement. Chiang said that the above conditions could serve as a basis for negotiation, but he also did not dare trust Japan and demanded that Germany mediate to the end. With Nanjing in extreme danger, Chiang Kai-shek was still fantasizing about ending the war by “peace talks.”

(II) Operational Guidance of Pure Defense Left the Nationalist Army Passive Everywhere

The Nationalist defenders, simply defending, were passively beaten everywhere. In the defense of Nanjing, the Nationalist army did not draw the lessons of the failure in the Battle of Shanghai; it still deployed in a single line, with neither a main point of defense and sufficient depth nor a strong and powerful mobile force. In the fighting it only fought desperately and stubbornly, and could not seize favorable opportunities in time to carry out powerful counterattacks, with the result that it could only be passively beaten everywhere. In the operations near Nanjing, if only a few units had been used to organize the defense while most of the forces were kept on the outside, making full use of favorable terrain and the national-defense works to carry out extensive mobile operations, it would not only have been possible to destroy the Japanese army’s living strength effectively and continuously, but also to gain a fairly long time and thereby maintain the initiative. Furthermore, although before leaving Nanjing Chiang Kai-shek had promised to move troops to come to its support, throughout the whole operation the Nanjing garrison never received any support or cooperation, which put the defenders into a desperate situation.

(III) Hasty Engagement Left the Nationalist Army Unable to Resist the Japanese Attack

After the loss of Shanghai, the Nationalist army had pinned hopes on the “national-defense line,” but there were no troops stationed on the “national-defense line.” And the troops that withdrew from Shanghai to the “national-defense line” had neither anyone to receive them nor any map of the works; some could no longer find the works, and some found the works but had no keys, or the locks had long since rusted and could not be opened at all; the so-called “national-defense line” was in fact a mere formality; and with the Japanese army pursuing closely, the Nationalist army was routed before it had gained a firm footing. The troops defending the city of Nanjing were mostly hastily patched together, mostly unfamiliar with the terrain, and mostly units that had retreated in rout from Shanghai, with heavy casualties, low morale, and extreme shortages of personnel and equipment; before they could be reorganized and replenished they were hastily committed to battle, and their fighting strength was extremely weak; added to this was the lack of a careful operational plan and of effective coordination and control, so that their defeat was unavoidable. As for the Japanese army, after taking Shanghai it took advantage of the Nationalist army’s rout along the whole line to split its forces quickly into south and north routes to carry out close pursuit and overtaking pursuit, seizing the main cities and towns along the way and controlling the key traffic routes, which threw the Nationalist army’s defensive deployments for the defense of Nanjing into disorder and left the Nationalist army no chance to catch its breath; in particular, in the guidance of the campaign it adopted the tactic of encirclement by detour and converging attack on separate routes, quickly completing the campaign encirclement of Nanjing, widely using air power, naval ship guns, and ground artillery for fire support, giving full play to the powerful assault force of tanks and armored combat vehicles, rapidly breaking through the Nationalist army’s defensive system, and taking Nanjing.

(Geng Zhiguang)





13. The Battle of Wuhan During the War of Resistance Against Japan


(1938.6.1–10.27)




Case Summary

During the War of Resistance Against Japan, the Chinese Nationalist army fought a large-scale decisive battle with the Japanese invading army in defense of Wuhan. The battle unfolded on both the north and south banks of the Yangtze River in and around Wuhan, spreading over a wide area of the four provinces of Anhui, Henan, Jiangxi, and Hubei, with several hundred engagements large and small, and lasted 4 and a half months. The battle was carried out jointly by China’s Ninth War Zone and Fifth War Zone; the Chinese army committed nearly one million troops and the Japanese army committed more than 250,000; it was the battle with the longest front, the largest scale, and the longest duration since the beginning of the War of Resistance, and of major significance. The Chinese army killed or wounded nearly 40,000 Japanese troops, greatly consuming the Japanese army’s living strength, frustrating Japan’s plan to force China to submit and end the war early, and bringing about a major change in the situation, so that it became an important turning point in China’s War of Resistance Against Japan.



I. Pre-War Situation

In mid-May 1938, Xuzhou fell. The Japanese army invading China at once pursued its victory, attempting to occupy Zhengzhou in a single stroke and then to attack Wuhan. On June 12 the Nationalist army organized a defense northeast of Zhengzhou and stopped the Japanese army’s rapid advance. In order to force the Nationalists to surrender, Japan still decided to continue its attack on Wuhan.

(I) Wuhan’s Strategic Position and General Terrain

Wuhan is located in the Jianghan Plain, at the confluence of the Yangtze River and the Han River, astride the junction of the Beijing–Hankou and Guangzhou–Hankou railways; it is the hub of east–west and north–south water and land communications, and its strategic position is extremely important. Since the fall of Nanjing, Wuhan had also been the provisional capital of the Nationalist government, the political, economic, and military center of the whole country at the time, and a place that both China and Japan were bound to contest.

The Jianghan Plain has the Dabie Mountains on the east and the Mufu Mountains on the south, the two ranges forming the gateway on the east of Wuhan; to the north are the Dahong Mountains and the Tongbai Mountains, adjoining the Daba Mountain range on the west, with a broad hinterland; around Wuhan lakes and marshes are densely distributed, and Poyang Lake and Dongting Lake also serve as screens. Taken as a whole, the terrain of Wuhan is dangerous and commanding, favorable both for holding the strong points and defending them and for protracted operations, and unfavorable for the maneuver of the Japanese army’s mechanized units.

(II) The Japanese Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment

After occupying Nanjing, the Japanese army began to study the operation of seizing Hankou, but because of limitations in various conditions it shelved it for the time being. In early April 1938, when the Japanese Imperial General Headquarters decided to carry out the Battle of Xuzhou, it also decided to carry out an operation against Wuhan. At the end of May the Imperial General Headquarters decided to carry out the Hankou operation in the autumn of that year. On June 15 the Japanese Imperial Conference formally decided to carry out the operation of attacking Wuhan.

As for the operational plan for attacking Wuhan, the Army Department of the Japanese Imperial General Headquarters had originally intended to have one army advance south along the Beijing–Hankou railway and one army advance along the Yangtze River, but, considering the poor “public order” in North China and the difficulty of drawing off troops, it changed this to have the main force advance along the Huai River into the area north of the Dabie Mountains and one army advance along the Yangtze River. On June 12, because of the breach of the Yellow River dikes and the flooding of the Huai River, the main force found it difficult to advance by water along the Huai River, and it was again determined that the main force would advance along the Yangtze River while another part would advance west along the northern foothills of the Dabie Mountains.

In accordance with the decision of the Japanese Imperial Conference and the established policy of the Japanese government, on June 18 the Japanese Imperial General Headquarters, by Army Order (Dairikumei) No. 119, issued the preparatory order for carrying out the Hankou operation. Its main points were: to take Hankou by early autumn; the Central China Expeditionary Army was to advance gradually on the fronts of the Yangtze and the Huai River, occupy ground, and prepare for the next operation; the North China Area Army was to prepare to carry out partial operations, to pin down the Nationalist forces in the north and support the operations of the Central China Expeditionary Army. Its chief of staff, on this instruction, directed: the Central China Expeditionary Army was to exploit the results of the Anqing operation and, in coordination with the navy, seize the opportunity to occupy the line of Huangmei and Jiujiang. The North China Area Army was to use part of its forces to thrust toward Zheng County, pinning down the Nationalist army and supporting the Central China Expeditionary Army’s operation against Hankou.

According to the instructions of the Imperial General Headquarters, the Japanese army transferred the 10th, 16th, 9th, 13th, 6th, and other divisions, which after the Battle of Xuzhou were in eastern Henan and northern Anhui, south and concentrated them in the Hefei area. It also transferred units from North China and from Japan itself to reinforce the 11th Army of the Central China force, commanded by Okamura Yasuji, and strengthen the strength for operations up the river. At that time the total strength of the Japanese army was 34 divisions, of which only 2 divisions were in the Japanese homeland. In order to carry out the Battle of Wuhan, the Japanese Imperial General Headquarters concentrated the strength of 14 divisions in Central China. Those directly participating in the Battle of Wuhan were the 2nd Army and the 11th Army, 9 divisions in all, more than 250,000 men, together with the Navy’s 3rd Fleet, air corps, and others, with about 120 vessels of various types and about 300 aircraft of various types.

The Japanese army’s deployment for attacking Wuhan was as follows: the 5 divisions under the 11th Army concentrated near Jiujiang; after seizing Huangmei and Jiujiang, they would in turn concentrate forces along the line of Ruichang and De’an, split their forces to attack Wuhan frontally along the Yangtze River and both its banks and cut the Guangzhou–Hankou line, circle around south of Wuhan, and attack Wuhan together from the east and southeast. The Japanese advance toward Wuhan along the south bank of the Yangtze was the main direction of attack. The 4 divisions under the 2nd Army were to concentrate at Hefei in Anhui, advance toward Wuhan along the Dabie Mountains, attack Xinyang, cut the Beijing–Hankou line, and surround Wuhan from the north, carrying out coordinated operations. The Expeditionary Army’s 3 directly subordinate air regiments would cooperate with the army, and the Navy’s 3rd Fleet would sail up the river to the west, covering and supporting the army in taking the fortresses along the river and capturing Wuhan.

(III) The Chinese Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment

The period of the Battle of Wuhan was the stage in which relations between the Chinese Nationalist and Communist parties were best in the Second Nationalist–Communist Cooperation. In March 1938 the Nationalist Party held an extraordinary national congress, drew up the “Program of Armed Resistance and National Reconstruction,” and adopted the decision to convene the People’s Political Council. The National Government also set up some resistance organs, for a time lifted some party bans, and gave the people, to a limited extent, certain rights of speech, publication, association, and so on.

Before the Battle of Xuzhou, the Chinese Communist Party had explicitly put forward the task of defending Wuhan, and sent a group of leading cadres such as Zhou Enlai, Dong Biwu, Ye Jianying, Bo Gu, and Deng Yingchao to work in Wuhan, in order to strengthen the united front, mobilize and organize people of all circles to resist, and coordinate with the Nationalist Party in the Battle of Wuhan.

The National Government’s strategic conception for defending Wuhan was: the Chinese army, in Central China, would use the forces of the Fifth War Zone (commander-in-chief Li Zongren, with Bai Chongxi acting from April to September) and the Ninth War Zone (commander-in-chief Chen Cheng) to smash the Japanese army’s ability to continue the attack, concentrating on the defense of the area south of the Yangtze, resisting step by step the Japanese army’s advance toward Wuhan, and consuming the Japanese army’s fighting strength, in order to gain at least 4 months’ time. It determined that the focus of the Chinese army’s defense would be placed on the periphery of Wuhan: first, to deploy heavy troops to hold the Madang fortress firmly, holding the Japanese army east of Poyang Lake and preventing it from advancing west up the river; second, to deploy main-force armies on the periphery of Wuhan and make use of favorable terrain such as Poyang Lake, the Dabie Mountains, and the hills, lakes, and marshes on both banks of the Yangtze to block. The line from Nanchang, Jiujiang, Huangmei, the Anhui–Hubei border, and the Dabie Mountains on the Henan–Hubei border was the first defensive zone, in which gradual resistance would be carried out; the line of Tianjiazhen, Guangji, Luotian, Macheng, and Wushengguan was the second defensive zone.

The troops taking part in the Battle of Wuhan, together with the air and naval forces, totaled 14 group armies, 47 armies, and more than 130 divisions, with about 200 combat aircraft and more than 30 vessels, a total strength of about one million men. From June, each unit separately used the natural screens such as Poyang Lake, the Dabie Mountains, the Mufu Mountains, and the mountains, rivers, lakes, and marshes on both banks of the Yangtze, stepped up the construction of works, and made defensive preparations. The Soviet volunteer air group aiding China also prepared to take part in this battle.



II. Course of Operations

From early June to the end of October, units of the Nationalist Fifth and Ninth War Zones fought a series of defensive operations with the Japanese army. According to the directions of the Japanese attack on Wuhan, the Battle of Wuhan can be divided into two stages: first, the defensive operations on the Yangtze River and along its banks, which was the Japanese army’s main direction of attack; second, the operations to defend against the Japanese 2nd Army advancing west from the Hefei area along the northern foothills of the Dabie Mountains and then south along the Beijing–Hankou railway to attack Wuhan.

(I) Defensive Operations on the Yangtze River and Along Its Banks

From the Battle of Shanghai to the fall of Nanjing, the Chinese army in the Central China theater had suffered serious losses, and at that time the blockade line between Nanjing and Wuhan had not yet been completed and the line along the Yangtze was empty. But the Japanese army did not advance west along the Yangtze. After the Battle of Xuzhou, the Japanese army sent 3 divisions west along the Longhai railway, preparing to attack west along the Beijing–Hankou line from the plain of eastern Henan and the area of northern Anhui, sweep through Zhengzhou and Kaifeng, and then go south to Xinyang to advance on Wuhan in coordination with the other army advancing along the Yangtze, but the breach of the Yellow River dikes blocked the Japanese army’s attacking momentum in eastern Henan. The Japanese Imperial General Headquarters again changed its deployment, with the main force advancing west along the Yangtze and one part along the northern foothills of the Dabie Mountains. The Chinese army’s defensive positions at Wuhan changed from facing north and northeast to facing east and northeast. The main force of the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army’s 11th Army, about 6 divisions, which had been concentrated on both banks of the Huai River, advanced west along the Yangtze.

On June 1, 1938, the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army ordered its 6th Division to attack south toward Anqing from the vicinity of Luzhou (present-day Hefei); the Sakai Detachment of the 6th Division advanced slowly because of rainy weather and road destruction. In order to strengthen its assault power, the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army transferred the Hata Detachment, stationed in Taiwan and suited to operations in a subtropical climate, to serve as the vanguard of the operation up the river, cooperating with the navy in attacking Anqing along the Yangtze River. On the night of June 11, this detachment, escorted by more than 20 vessels of the navy, sailed down to the waters near Anqing. Early the next morning, the Hata Detachment landed in a surprise attack in heavy rain and advanced on Anqing, quickly seizing the airfield on the outskirts of the city; the defending division of the 27th Group Army and the security units gave no vigorous resistance, and Anqing fell on the 12th. The Chinese army’s 27th Group Army used part of its forces to continue blocking the enemy’s advance at Jiguan and other places northwest of Anqing, while its main force shifted in the direction of Taihu.

After the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army took Anqing, in order to conceal the main operational direction of the advance west along the Yangtze, it instructed its subordinates to put out deceptive propaganda reports, attempting to lure the attention of the Nationalist army away from the Japanese army’s operation up the river to the land north of the river. On June 13 the Sakai Detachment of the Japanese 6th Division occupied Tongcheng. On the 14th it advanced on Qianshan County, a forward position on the Chinese army’s Dabie Mountain defense line. The Qianshan area was the extreme right-flank strongpoint of the Dabie Mountain range, the main position for the defense of Wuhan, and was defended by 2 divisions of the Sichuan army. On the 18th the Sakai Detachment took the city of Qianshan. After that the Japanese 6th Division thrust west along the long, narrow belt on the north bank of the Yangtze and south of the Dabie Mountains.

The units of the Nationalist 26th Group Army and 27th Group Army were poor in quality and equipment, defended too broad a front, and fought weakly, so that the Japanese army drove straight in; the defenders carelessly lost Anqing and then lost Qianshan, Shipai, and other key places one after another, which directly endangered the Madang blockade line, the first barrier between Nanjing and Wuhan on the lower Yangtze. On June 24 the Japanese army concentrated more than 10 vessels of the 3rd Fleet to carry the Hata Detachment to attack Madang. Madang at that time was deployed with only a few hundred men of the river-defense fortress garrison. On June 26 the Japanese Hata Detachment carried out a landing operation with the support of naval and air firepower; the River Defense Commander-in-Chief and the commander of the 16th Army ordered the 167th Division to reinforce the Madang fortress, but the division was delayed and could not arrive. That day the Japanese Hata Detachment took the fortress. On June 28, units of the 16th Army hastened to Xiangshan and Xiangkou and attacked from east and west the enemy at the Madang fortress.

After the Japanese army occupied the Madang fortress, on the 29th it took the county town of Pengze, and Hukou was in urgent danger. On the 30th the Ninth War Zone appointed Guo Rudong, commander of the 43rd Army, as commander of the Hukou defense force, and the 26th Division of the 43rd Army went to Hukou to take over the defense duties from the 77th Division. On July 3 the Japanese army began landing; the 26th Division, which had come to take over, had not finished relieving before it engaged the Japanese army, and the 77th Division, ordered to return to reinforce, was pinned down by the enemy and could not reinforce, leaving the 26th Division isolated. On the night of July 4, Hukou was lost. With Madang and Hukou lost, Jiujiang lost its shield.

After the fall of Hukou, the Japanese army concentrated forces and actively prepared to continue the attack to the west with the Hata Detachment, the 106th Division, about 1 brigade of naval landing forces, and several hundred vessels of the 3rd Fleet. The Ninth War Zone deployed the 1st Army Group on the west bank of Poyang Lake to support the defense in the Jiujiang direction, and the 2nd Army Group on the line of Xingzi and Jiujiang. Zhang Fakui, commander-in-chief of the 2nd Army Group, at once decided to use the 25th Army, the 29th Group Army, the 54th Army, and the 9th Group Army to defend Xingzi, Gutang, Jiujiang, Matouzhen, Ruichang, and other areas.

At midnight on July 22, the Japanese Hata Detachment and a part of the puppet forces crossed Poyang Lake by stealth in the rain at night, and at 0:00 on the 23rd successfully landed at Gutang. On August 2, after taking Taihu city the Japanese 6th Division advanced and took Susong, joined up with the 3rd Division, and pressed on Huangmei. The 68th Army fought fiercely for 3 days and then withdrew from Huangmei city. On August 3, Bai Chongxi, acting commander-in-chief of the Fifth War Zone, went to the headquarters of the 4th Army Group and convened a meeting of generals of division commander rank and above, and decided to counterattack Huangmei and to strike on the flank the Japanese strongpoints at Taihu, Qianshan, and elsewhere. The units began action on August 6, but until the 17th the fighting made no progress. In order to check the Japanese army’s advance west, the Military Affairs Commission of the National Government decided to launch a counterattack again to blunt the enemy’s edge, using the 68th and 84th Armies to hold firmly the positions on the northwest line of Huangmei, and also transferring the 31st, 7th, and 10th Armies and part of the 29th Group Army to attack the Japanese army on its flank from the northeast of Huangmei and from the mountains northwest of Taihu and Qianshan.

In the second half of August, the Japanese 6th Division, under the Chinese army’s counterattacks, was forced to shorten its line and concentrate its strength to deal with the Nationalist army’s ever more fierce offensive. On August 26 the 119th Division of the Nationalist 68th Army recovered Taihu and Qianshan; on the 28th the 68th Army recovered Susong. The 68th Army and 84th Army again launched a fierce attack on the enemy near Huangmei, fighting fiercely for two days and nights and at one point coming close to Huangmei. The campaign of the Nationalist army to defend the Huangmei and Guangji area was also the first-line decisive battle for the defense of Wuhan and had a direct and major influence on the security of Wuhan. In more than a month of operations, the Nationalist army transferred units of 5 to 6 armies from the three provinces of Sichuan, Shandong, and Guangxi. But because it defended everywhere, command was not unified, and mutual support was difficult; wherever the Japanese attacking units struck, resistance was offered by the garrison units there alone, active counterattack was weak, and it was defeated piecemeal by the Japanese army, with the result that the whole line was lost.

On September 17 the Japanese 6th Division and part of the 3rd Division, concentrating about 15,000 men, went south from Guangji and attacked Tianjiazhen by a detour. In order to take Tianjiazhen, the Japanese 6th Division organized the Imamura Detachment (temporarily reorganized into pack-horse units to meet the needs of mountain attack). On September 22 the 6th Division and the Imamura Detachment fought the most intense battles with the defending Nationalist 9th and 57th Divisions of the 2nd Army at Songshan and other places near Tianjiazhen. In the battle to defend the Tianjiazhen fortress the 9th Division lost more than 100 officers below brigade commander and more than 2,000 soldiers killed or wounded. The 57th Division’s losses were also very heavy. On September 28 the Japanese naval reinforcements reached the Yangtze River surface off Tianjiazhen. The Japanese army sent out more than 70 aircraft and concentrated more than 100 guns to attack Tianjiazhen, destroying Tianjiazhen’s defensive works. The Japanese 6th Division and the Imamura Detachment, with naval support, launched an attack on Tianjiazhen. On the 29th the Tianjiazhen gun emplacements fell, the Nationalist army was forced to withdraw, and Tianjiazhen was lost.

On September 21 the Japanese 106th Division, having failed to take De’an by a frontal attack, used its subordinate 136th Brigade to attack Wanjialing to the south, attempting to envelop the left flank of the Chinese 1st Army Group’s positions at De’an. Xue Yue, commander-in-chief of the Nationalist 1st Army Group, promptly ordered 2 divisions of the 66th Army, 2 divisions of the 74th Army, and 2 divisions of the 4th Army to carry out a converging encirclement of the attacking enemy; from the end of September the encirclement and attack began, and the fighting was fierce. The Japanese 136th Brigade suffered heavy casualties and serious losses of weapons and equipment. The 66th Army took Shitouling, and the 74th Army attacked Changling and Zhanggushan fiercely, the contest being bitter. On October 8 the Japanese 11th Army, discovering that the 106th Division had fallen into a desperate plight, hurriedly sent aircraft to airlift ammunition and provisions to rescue the division, and sent the 27th Division to relieve it. On October 9 Xue Yue ordered each division to select several hundred suicide-squad members to attack jointly, and that night they took Wanjialing, Leimingu, and other places. In order to change the situation, the Japanese 11th Army attached a newly replenished mountain artillery regiment to the 106th Division and ordered that division to advance southwest of De’an, and attached the 13th Field Heavy Artillery Regiment to the 101st Division and ordered that division to advance southeast of De’an; in coordination with the 27th Division, they attacked De’an jointly. The Nationalist defenders carried out a blocking battle of more than half a month and finally abandoned De’an. On October 27 De’an fell. On November 1 the Japanese 101st Division took Yongxiu. With this, the campaign in the Lushan and De’an area came to a close.

(II) The Blocking Battle at the Northern Foothills of the Dabie Mountains North of Wuhan

On July 14 the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army ordered its 2nd Army to assemble at Hefei in Anhui, preparing to advance on Wuhan. From mid-July to the second half of August, the 10th, 16th, 13th, and 3rd Divisions of the Japanese 2nd Army successively completed their assembly in the Hefei area. On August 20 the Japanese 2nd Army issued its operations order, deciding to operate in two routes, north and south: in the north route the 10th Division would advance toward Xinyang along the line from Lu’an in Anhui to Guangzhou in Henan, with the 3rd Division following in support; in the south route the 13th Division would advance on the north side of Wuhan along the line from Huoshan in Anhui to Shangcheng in Henan, with the 15th Division following the 13th Division as the reserve and also taking charge of the guarding of the communication lines.

In the second half of August the Fifth War Zone strengthened its defensive deployment at the northern foothills of the Dabie Mountains, with the 3rd Army Group establishing defenses in the area from Lu’an and west of Huoshan to Shangcheng, preparing to meet the Japanese army. Its subordinate 51st Army was deployed in the Lu’an area; the 77th Army was deployed in the Huoshan direction; the 71st Army was held in the vicinity of the east side of Shangcheng, preparing to carry out counter-thrusts against the attacking enemy.

On August 27 the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army’s 2nd Army launched its attack. On the 28th the Japanese 10th Division defeated the Chinese 51st Army, occupied Lu’an, and continued to advance toward Gushi in Henan. On the 29th the Japanese 13th Division broke through the positions of the Nationalist 77th Army, took Huoshan, and advanced toward Shangcheng in Henan province. On September 2 the Japanese 13th Division took Yejiaji and that night forced a crossing of the Shi River and attacked Fujin Mountain. On September 11 the Japanese army launched a powerful offensive and the Nationalist 71st Army was forced to withdraw; on the 12th Fujin Mountain was lost. On September 16 the Japanese 16th Division took Shangcheng. On September 17 the Japanese 2nd Army ordered the 13th and 16th Divisions to break through the defensive system of the Nationalist army in the Dabie Mountains. On September 20 the Japanese 13th and 16th Divisions launched attacks on Shawo and Xindian. The Chinese army made use of the steep terrain of the Dabie Mountains to block the Japanese army skillfully. In the operation to break through the Dabie Mountains, the Japanese 13th and 16th Divisions, after more than a month of fierce fighting, at the price of about 1,000 killed and about 3,400 wounded, broke through the defensive line of the Dabie Mountain area and on October 25 occupied Macheng, then advanced toward Wuhan along Songbu, Huang’an (present-day Hong’an), and Heri Town.

The north-route Japanese 10th Division, attacking toward Gushi, Huangchuan, Luoshan, and Xinyang, crossed the Shi River on September 4 and attacked Gushi on the 6th; after the Nationalist defenders’ 181st Brigade of the 71st Army resisted for a day, it withdrew and Gushi fell. On September 12 the Japanese 10th Division approached Huangchuan and was blocked by the Nationalist 59th Army. From September 19 to 20 the Japanese army successively took Huangchuan, Guangshan, Luoshan, and other places, and approached Xinyang.

On September 20 the Japanese 2nd Army ordered the 10th Division to attack Xinyang, with the 3rd Division waiting in the Guangshan area to reinforce. On September 28 the Japanese 10th Division, reorganized as pack-horse units, set out from Guangshan to attack Xinyang. On September 30 the Japanese 10th Division continued the offensive toward Xinyang west of Luoshan and was again blocked by the Nationalist army; after fierce fighting for two days and nights, it broke through the Nationalist army’s positions on the night of October 2. The Okada Detachment of the Japanese 10th Division reached the east of Xinyang on October 11, and the main force of the 10th Division reached the south of Xinyang, and together with the 3rd Division surrounded Xinyang. On October 12 the Japanese army, covered by superior artillery fire and tanks, took Xinyang. The Chinese defenders resisted stubbornly and destroyed 2,610 Japanese. On October 16 the Japanese 10th Division went south from Xinyang and advanced toward Wuhan along the west side of the Beijing–Hankou line, successively breaking through Pingjingguan and Wushengguan, with the Nationalist defenders resisting the Japanese army’s advance stubbornly in the Tongbai Mountain area. After occupying the Tongbai Mountain area on October 26, the Japanese 3rd and 10th Divisions advanced toward Xiaogan and Yingcheng and, together with the 11th Army, attacked Wuhan.

On October 25 the Japanese Hata Detachment took Yangxin and Daye and then occupied Gedian, preparing to attack Wuchang. On October 27 the Japanese 9th Division took Heshengqiao and cut the Guangzhou–Hankou line. The Japanese 27th Division, after taking Xintanpu on October 18, cooperated with the 9th Division in advancing toward the Guangzhou–Hankou line and on the 27th occupied Taolin Town.

Wuhan was surrounded by the Japanese army on its east, south, and north sides. In order to preserve fighting strength for protracted resistance, the Military Affairs Commission of the National Government ordered on October 24 the abandonment of Wuhan and the withdrawal of the troops defending the Wuhan area; the troops on the south bank of the Yangtze withdrew to northern Hunan and western Hubei, and the troops on the north bank withdrew to northern Hubei and northwestern Hubei; Chiang Kai-shek left Wuchang that night and flew to Hengyang. The Japanese 6th Division took Hankou on October 26, and the Hata Detachment took Wuchang the same day. On the 27th parts of the Japanese 116th Division and 6th Division each took Hanyang. With this the Japanese army had taken the three towns of Wuhan, and the Battle of Wuhan was declared ended.



III. Case Analysis

The Battle of Wuhan was the campaign in which, since the full-scale Sino-Japanese war began, the two sides committed the largest forces and the largest scale. Although the Japanese army won the battle, under the heroic resistance of the Chinese army it suffered more than 40,000 killed and wounded. The Battle of Wuhan greatly consumed the Japanese army’s living strength and forced Japan’s war of invasion against China to change from strategic offense to strategic stalemate.

(I) Passive Defense Made the Nationalist Army Lose the Initiative and the Opportunities to Destroy the Enemy

Although the Nationalist army held superiority in numbers and the terrain of the war zone was also favorable, its operational guiding thought was passive; it mistakenly adopted a purely defensive posture of setting up defenses everywhere and holding with divided forces, and the various levels did not hold sufficient reserves. When the Japanese army broke through the positions, it had no strength to counterattack, leading to a rout along the whole line. The Japanese army attacking Wuhan had rear communication lines several hundred kilometers long, with complex terrain along the way and weak guarding forces, so that they could entirely have been cut layer upon layer in their supply lines, and then divided, encircled, and annihilated by concentrated force. But the Nationalist army was conservative and avoided battle, holding on to one spot and letting the Japanese army do as it pleased. The Japanese commanders were too arrogant and at times advanced recklessly, offering many opportunities to exploit; in particular when some Japanese units, penetrating deep alone, suffered heavy losses and were in an extremely difficult plight, the Nationalist army also did not take active action to strike them powerfully. Because it lost many favorable opportunities to destroy the enemy actively, the Japanese army had openings to exploit, and although the Nationalist army resisted stubbornly, the defense lines were still broken through.

(II) Poor Coordination Made It Difficult for the Nationalist Army to Form an Overall Combined Force

The Nationalist units taking part in the war were divided into many factions and command was not unified. In operations they did not cooperate with one another, each preserving its own strength. When friendly forces were in danger they did not go to help, and those ordered to reinforce mostly went through the motions and were often defeated piecemeal by the Japanese army. For example, from October 9 to 13, when the Japanese army attacked the positions of the 42nd Army near Xindian (south of Shangcheng), the 37th Division on the 42nd Army’s left flank and the nearby 30th Division stayed put and did not attack the Japanese flank, with the result that after the Japanese army took the 42nd Army’s positions, it shifted its forces and broke through the positions of the 37th Division and the 30th Division one after another. Whenever the Japanese army was about to be encircled, at the critical moment the attacking units hesitated and did not advance, watching one another, so that they lost the opportunity and all their earlier efforts came to nothing.

(III) Underestimation of the Enemy Left the Nationalist Army Insufficiently Prepared for Battle

After the Battle of Xuzhou the Nationalist army generally underestimated the Japanese army’s strength. They were doubtful whether the Japanese army could attack Wuhan, and were insufficiently prepared for the Battle of Wuhan in thought and in organization. After the battle began, when the Japanese army broke through the north and south screens of Wuhan and reached Yangxin, Xintanpu, Xinyang, and other places, they again saw only their own unfavorable side and did not see the Japanese army’s difficulties, and fled in haste, thereby hastening the failure of the battle. Before the war the Nationalist army had made some preparations for the Wuhan operation, such as building some field works at favorable terrain in the mountain areas and at key points along the river, but they were not at all solid and could not effectively resist the Japanese army’s naval and air superiority and artillery attacks. The positions of fortresses such as Madang and Tianjiazhen along the Yangtze were also very crude and failed to play their due role. For example, some of the guns of the Tianjiazhen fortress were 100-millimeter naval guns unloaded from warships, each with only 43 rounds; the 75-millimeter mountain guns also had very few shells. The fortress works were set up only facing the river, with no defensive capability against a Japanese attack from land, and were often taken by the Japanese army from the land side.

(IV) The Japanese Army’s Tactics Were Fairly Flexible

In the Battle of Wuhan the Nationalist army committed nearly a million troops and held not only absolute superiority in numbers but also favorable terrain, yet in the face of the attack of 250,000 Japanese its defense line was broken; although the battle achieved the effect of consuming and delaying the Japanese army, it ended in defeat. Judging from the course of operations, the Japanese army’s use of tactics was fairly flexible and achieved fairly obvious operational results. First, advancing in two routes and attacking from all four sides. In attacking Wuhan the Japanese army attacked in two routes, along the Yangtze River and along the northern foothills of the Dabie Mountains, forcing the Nationalist army to fight on two fronts. In the Japanese army’s north and south route attacks, each again split into two routes, cooperating with one another and advancing side by side. When the Japanese army had taken the line of Yangxin, Xintanpu, and Xinyang, it at once came out by many routes, boldly circled around, and formed a posture of converging attack on Wuhan from all four sides, causing the Nationalist army’s defense to collapse quickly and to flee in haste. Second, concentrating forces and defeating the enemy piecemeal. In the Battle of Wuhan, as far as the forces committed by the two sides were concerned, the Japanese army was at a disadvantage, but the Japanese army could use a small number of troops to pin down a large number of Nationalist troops, while concentrating forces in the main direction of attack and, in close coordination with the navy and air force, carrying out fierce thrusts, then, once successful, quickly shifting forces to other directions and defeating the enemy piecemeal. Third, breaking through at weak points and thrusting deep. Because the Japanese army attached great importance to reconnaissance and espionage, it could promptly ascertain the strong points and weak points in the Nationalist army’s defensive operations. Therefore, when the Japanese army attacked it was often able to hit the weak points, and once it had broken through at a weak point it at once expanded to both sides and used fast units to thrust fiercely into the depth, in order to throw the other side’s defensive deployment into disorder, cut off the other side’s line of retreat, and force the other side to flee. For example, after the Japanese army broke through the Nationalist army’s positions at Xishui, it at once used fast units to thrust toward Tuanfeng and Xinzhou and advance to take Huangpi, cutting off the line of retreat of the Nationalist army east of the Beijing–Hankou road and forcing it to withdraw in haste. Fourth, decisive command and stubborn fighting. The Japanese commanders at all levels were fairly decisive in command, their tactical thinking was fairly uniform, and they could actively and spontaneously support one another. The units’ fighting will was also fairly stubborn; although they met layer upon layer of blocking by the Nationalist army, and communications in the operational area were inconvenient and supply difficult, in particular the 13th and 16th Divisions advancing toward the northern foothills of the Dabie Mountains, short of grain and ammunition, with hunger and disease together, and suffering heavy losses in the units, with an average of only about 40 men per company, still persisted in fighting and finally seized Wuhan.

(Geng Zhiguang)





14. The Battle of Nanchang During the War of Resistance Against Japan


(1939.3.17–1939.5.10)




Case Summary

On March 17, 1939, Okamura Yasuji, commander of the Japanese 11th Army, directed the 101st and 106th Divisions and parts each of the 6th and 116th Divisions, 7 artillery regiments and 1 battalion (170 guns), 1 tank regiment and 1 battalion (135 tanks), and other units, more than 70,000 men in all, supported by parts of the navy and air force, in an attack on Nanchang. The Nationalist army assembled 4 group armies, 28 divisions, about 200,000 men, to organize the defense, with Xue Yue, acting commander-in-chief of the Ninth War Zone, as overall commander and Luo Zhuoying, commander of the 19th Group Army, as commander of the front. In the battle, although the Nationalist army held superiority in numbers, because it adopted a dispersed holding of the passes and a passive defense, Nanchang was lost on March 28. Afterward the Nationalists organized a counterattack, but in the end failed to recover Nanchang, and the battle ended on May 10.



I. Pre-War Situation

After the Battle of Wuhan in October 1938, in order to consolidate its occupied areas and safeguard the transport lines of the middle and lower Yangtze, the Japanese army decided to attack Nanchang.

(I) The Japanese Army Draws Up the “Outline for the Nanchang Operation”

After the Battle of Wuhan ended, the Chinese army still had troops of nearly 90 divisions deployed around Wuhan. West and north of Wuhan were the Nationalist Fifth War Zone’s 6 group armies, 13 armies, 34 infantry divisions, and 1 cavalry division, deployed over the broad area of western Anhui, southern Henan, southern Hubei, and northwestern Hubei; south and east of Wuhan were the Nationalist Ninth War Zone’s 8 group armies, 21 armies, and 52 infantry divisions, deployed in northwestern Jiangxi, southern Hubei, and Hunan. East of the Ninth War Zone were the Third War Zone’s 4 group armies, 22 infantry divisions, and 2 infantry brigades, which could support the Ninth War Zone in turn. In addition, within the two war zones there were also a number of special-arms units and local guerrilla units. These forces formed a posture of encirclement of Wuhan.

In order to consolidate its occupation of Wuhan and secure the waterway of the middle and lower Yangtze, the Japanese army garrisoned Wuhan with the 11th Army. This army had 7 divisions and 2 independent mixed brigades, and its operational area included the region between Anqing, Xinyang, Yueyang, and Nanchang, centered on Wuhan, and the important points adjoining it.

On February 6, 1939, the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army issued to the 11th Army the “Outline for the Nanchang Operation,” requiring the 11th Army to take Nanchang from the area along the Nanxun line and to split and smash the Chinese army along the Zhejiang–Jiangxi line. At the same time a part was to advance from the Poyang Lake side to coordinate with the main force. To ensure the success of this operation, on February 9 the 11th Army again settled a cooperative operations plan with the air corps and the navy’s 2nd Combined Air Group; during the preparation period it several times sent the operations chief of staff by air to reconnoiter the terrain, the defenders’ defensive system, the condition of the works and the disposition of forces, the positions of heavy weapons, and so on, and on this basis selected the river-crossing (Xiu River) points, the lines of advance, and the main directions of assault. To raise the force and speed of the attack, the Japanese army also changed its former method of splitting up field heavy artillery and tanks by attaching them to the divisions, organizing the tanks into a tank group to be used in concentration in the operation and open passages for the ground forces’ advance.

In mid-February the 101st and 106th Divisions and the attached artillery began to assemble in the area south of De’an, and the tank units assembled north of De’an. In the second half of the month the 6th Division began moving toward Ruoxi and Wuning, the Inoue Detachment began opening the water route on Poyang Lake, and the 16th Division and 9th Division began feints on the left bank of the Han River at Anlu in Hubei and on the northern section of the Guangzhou–Hankou railway. The 11th Army had originally scheduled to launch its attack on March 10, “Army Day,” but from mid-February it rained continuously for more than a month, the rivers flooded and the roads were hard to travel, which delayed the preparation time.

(II) The Japanese Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment

The Japanese army had intended to take Nanchang already in the Wuhan operation, but when the 106th Division attacked south along the Nanxun road it was encircled by the Chinese Ninth War Zone’s 1st Army Group at Wanjialing northwest of De’an and suffered heavy casualties and was forced to halt its advance; after taking Wuhan, in order to cut the communication lines to the great rear that ran from Zhejiang, Anhui, and Jiangxi by way of the Zhejiang–Jiangxi road, to remove the threat to Jiujiang and the Yangtze waterway, and to occupy the Nanchang airfield in order to shorten the flight distance of its strategic bombing of southern China, it decided that the units of the 11th Army would first carry out the Nanchang operation after rest and replenishment.

On January 31, 1939, the Japanese 11th Army’s guiding strategy for the Battle of Nanchang was scheduled to begin action in early March, and it ordered the main force of the 101st Division, the 106th Division, and the main directly subordinate units of the army to assemble in the area south of De’an before the second half of February, and the main force of the 6th Division to assemble near Ruoxi, and make the necessary preparations. The repair of other communication lines, the battlefield reconnaissance work, and the readying of the necessary operational supplies were to be completed before mid-February. The specific force deployment and operational missions were as follows:

The 101st and 116th Divisions, located in the Xingzi and De’an area and cooperating with a part of the naval landing force, undertook the main attack, the main force attacking south on both sides of the Nanxun railway along the west shore of Poyang Lake, with part of the force landing at the various key points on the west shore of Poyang Lake to cooperate. The 106th Division and part of the puppet forces, located in the Baichui and Tuolin area on the north bank of the Xiu River, would cross the Xiu River to the south and circle around to Nanchang, coordinating with the actions of the main attack force. The 6th Division and most of the puppet forces, located in the Ruoxi and Daqiao area northeast of Wuning, would attack Wuning and pin down the Nationalist army west of Wuning, supporting the actions of the main attack force. The 11th Army headquarters was stationed at Jiujiang. To coordinate with the advance, the 9th Division assembled on the Hunan–Hubei–Jiangxi border northwest of the Jiuling Mountains and pinned down the actions of the Nationalist army in northern Hunan and southern Hubei.

(III) The Nationalist Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment

In February 1939, the units of the Nationalist Ninth War Zone were in confrontation with the Japanese 11th Army in northern Jiangxi and Hubei south of the Yangtze, and the units were still undergoing replenishment and training. Their deployment was as follows: the 19th Group Army defended the front north of Nanchang, with the 70th, 49th, 79th, and 32nd Armies and the reserve 9th Division deployed side by side from Ruoxi east of the Xiu River along the south bank of the Xiu River to the west shore of Poyang Lake; the 72nd Army of the 30th Group Army undertook the defense in the Wuning area; the 8th and 73rd Armies undertook the defense near Henglu north of Wuning; the 13th, 18th, 92nd, 37th, and 52nd Armies of the 31st Group Army undertook the defense of southern Hubei and northern Hunan; the 1st Group Army’s 58th Army and 60th Army, the newly organized 3rd Army, and the war zone’s directly subordinate 74th Army were held in the Changsha, Liuyang, and Liling area as the reserve.

In the second half of February, the operations department of the Military Affairs Commission of the National Government, on the basis of intelligence from all quarters, determined that the Japanese army had the intention of taking Nanchang. On March 8, Chiang Kai-shek telegraphed Xue Yue, acting commander-in-chief of the Ninth War Zone: “In order to ensure Nanchang and its rear communication lines, the Ninth War Zone is resolved to take the initiative first in striking the enemy, switch to the offensive, and smash the enemy’s intentions. Attack preparations should be completed before March 10, and the scheduled date for beginning the attack is March 15.” He also gave instructions on the guiding outline and the principles of deployment, requiring the 19th Group Army to hold its present positions firmly and refuse the enemy’s river-crossing attack; the commander of the forward army of the Hunan–Hubei–Jiangxi border region was to have the 8th and 73rd Armies point from Wuning toward De’an and Ruichang and attack the enemy’s left flank and rear; the 30th and 27th Group Armies were to assemble near Wuning, and the 1st Group Army was to advance toward Xiushui and Sandu, preparing for subsequent operations. Xue Yue telegraphed Chiang Kai-shek on March 9 and 10, stating that the units had not finished reorganization and training, supply was difficult, and preparation could not be completed in time, and asking that implementation be postponed to begin on March 24. Chiang replied by telegram on the 13th, stressing that “because the purpose is to strike first and pin down the enemy’s shifting of forces, the date for beginning the attack cannot be later than the 24th of this month.” But while the Chinese army was still preparing to take the offensive, the Japanese army began its attack, and so the Ninth War Zone went over to the defense on the spot.



II. Course of Operations

The Battle of Nanchang began on March 17, 1939. Under the cover of the navy and air force, the Japanese army attacked Nanchang in three routes. On March 27 the Japanese army took Nanchang, on May 9 the Nationalist army’s counterattack suffered a setback, and by May 10 the counterattacking units withdrew. The Battle of Nanchang lasted nearly two months and ended in a setback for the Chinese army.

(I) Operations in the Wucheng and Tujiabu Area

On March 17, part of the Japanese 116th Division, with part of the naval landing force attached, in warships and motor launches totaling more than 70 vessels and covered by aviation, attacked Wucheng, the important town at the mouth of the Xiu River. On the 19th a part of the force landed at Wangjiazhou northwest of Wucheng and then occupied some outer key points east and south of Wucheng. The Nationalist army at once transferred a regiment of the 142nd Division, relatively strong in fighting power, to take over the defense of Wucheng, and a regiment of the 5th Reserve Division to strengthen the defense of the Jishan and Songmenshan area east of Wucheng, and also strengthened the defense of the Chi’anshan area south of Wucheng. That day the Japanese army shelled the main positions of the Nationalist 142nd Division and then attacked with part of its force without success. At midnight the Nationalist army beat back a small force of Japanese who had secretly crossed the Xiu River northeast of Tujiabu. Afterward a part of the Japanese force changed to crossing the river north of Tujiabu, and the Nationalist army at once withdrew. The Japanese army immediately added troops, took control of the crossing, bridged the river, and attacked west. On the 25th the Nationalist army abandoned Tujiabu and withdrew to both sides of the Nanxun railway on the south bank of the Xiu River. The Japanese army attacked south along the railway, and the main force of the Nationalist 142nd Division fell back to its reserve positions.

On March 21 the Japanese army landed a part of its force successively at Jishan and Songmenshan, and, using more than 20 water buffalo as a vanguard, broke through the Nationalist army’s mined area, the 101st Division operating in coordination with the 116th Division. On the 22nd the Japanese army, in 37 warships, under the cover of air and naval gunfire, landed at Yejiazhou and attacked Wucheng from three sides. Because of excessive casualties the Nationalist army abandoned Wucheng on the 24th. The Nationalist 141st Division withdrew to the Jiaoqiao area north of Nanchang to assemble and await orders, the main force of the 139th Division was transferred to hold Cigu and Qiaoshe, and the headquarters of the 32nd Army shifted to Nanchang that night. On the 27th the Nationalist 5th Reserve Division again shifted to hold Tuolin Street east of Nanchang, and the Japanese army took the opportunity to occupy Yaotoujie and other places.

(II) Operations in the Wuning Area

At dawn on March 20, the Japanese 6th Division and part of the 106th Division, covered by aviation, artillery, and tanks, attacked the positions of the Nationalist 73rd Army and took part of the positions, and the Nationalist army withdrew. On the 23rd the main forces of the Nationalist 73rd and 8th Armies carried out several counterattacks on the Japanese army and recovered some of the positions. At this time Chiang Kai-shek ordered the Ninth War Zone to draw off 2 main-force divisions and organize 3 detachments to raid the Japanese army in the Mahuiling and De’an areas respectively, cutting communications and severing the Japanese army’s reinforcement and supply, but the Ninth War Zone did not carry it out. From March 24 to 27 the two sides contested repeatedly, the positions being gained and lost in turn. Because the Japanese army attacking south frontally along the Nanxun railway had already drawn near Nanchang, the Nationalist 72nd Army took over the defense duties of the 8th Army, and the 8th Army raided the Japanese army’s rear in the direction of the Nanxun railway. Afterward, because the 72nd Army came under fierce Japanese attack and the situation was tense, it turned back to Wuning. The Japanese army attacked with aircraft, heavy artillery, and poison-gas shells, and the Nationalist army suffered many killed, wounded, and gassed. On the evening of the 29th the Japanese army took the city of Wuning. The main forces of the Nationalist 73rd and 8th Armies struck the Japanese flank to pin down its southward crossing of the Xiu River; the main force of the 72nd Army withdrew to the area west of Wuning and confronted the main force of the Japanese 6th Division, and one of its divisions that night waded the Xiu River and shifted south.

At midnight on March 21, a part of the Japanese 6th Division forced a crossing of the Xiu River in wooden boats at Jinkou east of Wuning, and after occupying the Tingzixia area on the south bank immediately set up a pontoon bridge and crossed the river to attack south. On the 22nd it successively occupied Luoping and Nanchong. The front-line units of the Nationalist 78th and 70th Armies withdrew and held Aikou. On the 23rd a division of the 73rd Army, after crossing the Xiu River to the south, struck the Japanese army from north and south in a pincer, but failed to defeat the Japanese army. After the 24th the Japanese army continued crossing the river and attacking south; the Nationalist army organized counterattacks and ordered a division of the 73rd Army that had crossed the Xiu River to cross the Xiu River north with part of its force, thrust into the enemy rear north of Ruoxi, and pin down the Japanese army’s river crossing; the 20th Army advanced northeast of Xiushui city to the south of the Xiu River, with part of it occupying the heights near Sandu, forming flank positions with a pincer posture to obstruct the Japanese advance west. But the Nationalist army’s counterattacks were weak, and it was pressed step by step to the south by the Japanese army.

(III) Operations on Both Sides of the Nanxun Line

From March 17 to 20, the positions of the Nationalist 79th and 49th Armies came under the fierce artillery fire of the Japanese 106th Division. On the 21st the main Japanese force forced a crossing of the Xiu River east of Hongjin, and the next day broke through the positions of the Nationalist 79th Army, and the Nationalist army withdrew. Then the division split into two routes: the east route, together with the main force of the 101st Division, attacked Nanchang frontally; the west route attacked toward Anyi by way of Tanxi and Wanjiabu. Its fast units took Tanxi, Wanjiabu, and Anyi on the 22nd, and then developed toward both flanks, taking Jing’an and Fengxin respectively on the 26th, while the Japanese follow-on units controlled the Hunan–Jiangxi highway.

In order to hold Nanchang, the Nationalist army used the 32nd Army to hold the positions north of the city firmly and obstruct the Japanese advance south; the 102nd Division was transferred east from Gao’an to the Dacheng area to hold the Nanchang–Fengxin highway and prevent the Japanese mechanized fast units from advancing toward Nanchang. But before the 102nd Division reached Dacheng the Japanese fast units had already passed Dacheng and come close to Shengmi Street, and the division was forced to shift in the direction of Fengcheng. In accordance with Chiang Kai-shek’s telegraphed order of the 23rd, 4 divisions of the 1st Group Army were transferred from Xiushui to the vicinity of Anyi; 2 divisions of the 74th Army of the 31st Group Army reached Qingjiang (present-day Linjiang) by train that evening and then went north to join the 19th Group Army in encircling the Japanese army; a division of the 32nd Army was transferred to the vicinity of Niuxing; 2 divisions of the Third War Zone assembled in the area between Dongxiang and Jinxian to support the actions of the Nanchang defenders. On the 24th the Nationalist army felt Nanchang to be in great danger and transferred the whole of the 32nd Army and the 102nd Division to hold Nanchang, and the east-route Japanese fast units took the opportunity to occupy Niuxing. On the 25th Chiang Kai-shek again ordered the Ninth and Third War Zones to drive back the Japanese attack at all costs and hold Nanchang. That day the east-route Japanese force broke through Lehua, and the next day took Changtouling (present-day Xinjian county seat) and then pressed directly on the urban area of Nanchang. The Nationalist army then blew up the Zhongzheng Bridge leading into the urban area. The west-route Japanese force forced a crossing of the Gan River north of Shengmi Street and, together with the 101st Division, closed in on Nanchang, a part breaking into the urban area and engaging in fierce fighting with the Nationalist 32nd Army and the police and security units. The Third War Zone’s 2 divisions at Jinxian and Dongxiang set out at once to reinforce. On the 27th Japanese aircraft and artillery bombarded the Nationalist positions and the urban area, and Liantang and other places were successively occupied. At this time the Nationalist army in Nanchang was no longer able to hold on, and on the 28th it abandoned Nanchang and broke out toward Dongxiang, and Nanchang fell.

(IV) The Nationalist Army’s Counterattack Operations

After occupying Nanchang the Japanese army had originally intended to continue its advance on Pingxiang to join with the units entering Hunan from Hubei in a combined attack on Changsha. Because its casualties in attacking Nanchang were fairly large and it urgently needed rest and replenishment, it temporarily halted the advance. In April, in order to open the Guangzhou–Hankou railway, it adjusted its deployment, transferring the 6th Division north of the Yangtze; part of the 116th Division to the area northwest of the Mufu Mountains; the 101st Division held the Nanchang area; and the 106th Division held key points such as Anyi, Jing’an, Fengxin, and Gao’an. At this time the Nationalist army resolved to take the opportunity to counterattack the Japanese army and recover Nanchang.

On April 21 the Nationalist army began its counterattack. First, the main units of the 74th and 49th Armies attacked, from west of Gao’an and from Guxian northwest of Fengxin respectively, the Japanese at Gao’an, Fengxin, Dacheng, Xishan Wanshou Palace, and Shengmi Street. On the 23rd a division of the 74th Army took Gao’an and the Japanese army was beaten back eastward. On the 26th 2 divisions of the 74th Army and part of the 49th Army successively recovered Xiangfuguan, Dacheng, Shengmi Street, and other places, and the Japanese army withdrew to the area southeast of Fengxin.

The 16th Division and the New 10th Division of the 1st Group Army, which had advanced to the east bank of the Gan River, counterattacked north along the railway and the east bank of the Gan River on the 23rd. On the 26th they circled around by way of Wanshe Street to Xiangtang, took that town, and then turned their force north to attack Liantang and Nanchang. The Third War Zone’s 79th Division and New 5th Division organized plain-clothes detachments on the 26th, crossed the Fu River south of Xiebu Town, infiltrated the urban area of Nanchang, and harassed the Japanese army. On the 27th the Japanese army urgently transferred its 14th Mixed Brigade from Jiujiang by warships across Poyang Lake to Nanchang to take over the garrison duty, and the main force of the 101st Division, with aviation cooperating, launched a counterattack and fought fiercely with the Nationalist army in the southeast of the city. Because the Nationalist army failed to cut the Nanxun railway, the Japanese army was able to be reinforced; in addition, the 79th Division hung back under the Japanese counterattack and did not advance, so the counterattack was temporarily halted.

On May 1 the Nationalist 26th Division joined the battle southeast of Nanchang in two columns: the right column crossed the Fu River that day, took Qixi, and then counterattacked toward Nanchang; the left column counterattacked toward the southwest of Nanchang by way of the west of Xiangtang. Just as the 26th Division continued thrusting toward the urban area, part of the Japanese 101st Division encircled the division’s right column from east of Nanchang, and the left column was also blocked in the southwestern suburbs by the Japanese army; the Japanese army kept sending reinforcements to Nanchang and, with air and artillery fire support, held the outer ring of Nanchang firmly and counterattacked. The Nationalist army, unable to take the strongpoint, halted its counterattack on May 9, and on the 10th withdrew to the area between the Gan River and the Fu River and to the east bank of the Fu River respectively, going over to the defensive. The Battle of Nanchang ended here.



III. Case Analysis

In the Battle of Nanchang, because of mistakes in operational guidance and command, while consuming the Japanese army the Nationalist army also consumed itself too much, and failed to realize its campaign intentions. Although the Nationalist army failed to hold Nanchang, there were still positive aspects militarily and politically. The Nanchang defensive campaign showed that although the Japanese army had occupied the three towns of Wuhan, it could neither force the National Government to submit nor smash the main force of the Chinese army, much less destroy the will to resist of the broad mass of Chinese military and civilians.

(I) Passive Defense and Lack of Confidence in Victory

Some senior Nationalist generals lacked an active, enterprising spirit in operational command, executed orders feebly, and held a passive defensive way of thinking. In the stage of the Japanese attack on Nanchang the Nationalist army adopted a dispersed holding of the passes, with a single-line deployment and weak depth, so that once the Japanese army broke through at one point the whole line collapsed. Although the Nationalist army held superiority in strength, the morale of its officers and men was low and they lacked confidence in victory.

(II) Misjudgment of the Enemy Situation and Improper Defensive Deployment

The main direction of defense chosen by the Ninth War Zone for the defense of Nanchang was the Nanxun railway side, whereas the Japanese army’s main direction of thrust lay west of the Xiu River, far away. Some of the armies assigned to defend (the 79th and 49th Armies, etc.) deployed only 1 division on the front line, with a frontage as long as 15 kilometers, while the main force of the army was deployed a day’s march behind the front line; under the maneuver conditions of the time this not only made support difficult but also violated the principle that the army is the basic strategic unit and the army commander should directly command the fighting, so that once one point was broken through the whole line fell into passivity and could not effectively halt or delay the Japanese attack.

(III) Failure to Control the Lines of Communication, Allowing the Japanese Army to Thrust Rapidly

The Japanese army chose its main river-crossing points at places where the river bulged toward its own side and where communications on the opposite bank were convenient, which both facilitated the shifting and concentration of forces before the crossing and facilitated development in depth after the crossing. When the Japanese army, having crossed the Xiu River, developed in depth, the Nationalist army neither destroyed in time the main lines of communication in the Anyi and Fengxin area nor sent troops to control them, allowing the Japanese mechanized fast units to move unobstructed, go straight to the Nationalist army’s flank and rear, and circle around to Nanchang, which split the entire defensive system and put the defensive posture in a passive and unfavorable position.

(Geng Zhiguang)





15. The Third Battle of Changsha During the War of Resistance Against Japan


(1941.12.23–1942.1.16)




Case Summary

The Chinese Nationalist army’s Ninth War Zone fought to resist the Japanese 11th Army’s attack in and north of Changsha. In this operation, Anami Korechika, commander of the Japanese 11th Army, directing 4 divisions, 2 brigades, 3 detachments (equivalent to battalions), and part of the air force, more than 120,000 men in all, launched an attack toward Changsha, attempting to annihilate the main force of the Nationalist Ninth War Zone on both banks of the Miluo River; Xue Yue, commander-in-chief of the Ninth War Zone, directing 13 armies, 1 forward army, 1 air squadron, and others, more than 300,000 men, summed up experience further on the basis of the first two Changsha defensive operations, adopted the tactics of resisting step by step and luring the enemy in deep, changed the passive situation, and for the first time won a victory in which half of the enemy was destroyed. At a time when the American, British, and other armies were suffering successive reverses in the Pacific theater, the Chinese army won this major victory, which aroused a strong international response.



I. Pre-War Situation

After the outbreak of the Pacific War, in order to prevent the Chinese army from supporting operations on the Guangzhou–Kowloon (Hong Kong) side, the Japanese aggressors attacked Changsha for the third time.

(I) The Japanese Army Intends to Seize Central-South China as a “Rear Base” for the Attack on Southeast Asia

On December 7, 1941, the Japanese army made a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, the main base of the U.S. Pacific Fleet, and the Pacific War formally broke out. Before and after this the Japanese army simultaneously attacked the Philippines, Malaya, and some islands in the Pacific. On the 8th the Japanese army in the Guangzhou area also launched an attack on Hong Kong, occupied by the British. Because the Japanese army’s operational scope kept expanding, its front lines were stretched, its strength grew ever more insufficient, and domestic economic conditions were still more difficult. On this basis the Japanese army actively pursued a policy of “using war to sustain war”: the Japanese army invading China on the one hand madly attacked the liberated areas, and on the other continued to lure the Nationalist government into surrender and constantly applied military pressure, attempting to hasten Chiang Kai-shek’s surrender and to solve the “China problem” at an early date, so as to shift its forces to the Pacific and Southeast Asian theaters. On the 9th, in order to support the British army’s operations in Hong Kong, the Nationalist army ordered units of the Fourth War Zone to launch an attack on Guangzhou to pin down the Japanese army’s strength and actions; the 4th Army and the provisionally organized 2nd Army of the Ninth War Zone also went south from near Changsha. The Nationalist army’s operational actions made the Japanese army deeply anxious. For this reason the Japanese army secretly assembled forces and prepared to attack Changsha a third time, planning to take Changsha before New Year’s Day of 1942, then drive straight to Hengyang, open the Guangzhou–Hankou line, link up with Guangzhou and Hong Kong, and thereby open communication with Southeast Asia, using central-south China as the “rear base” for its attack on Southeast Asia.

(II) The Japanese Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment

On the 13th, Anami Korechika, commander of the Japanese 11th Army, issued the order to attack Changsha again, and quickly concentrated the 3rd, 6th, and 40th Divisions, the Independent Mixed 9th Brigade, and other units, more than 120,000 men. The 6th Division advanced to the north bank of the middle and lower reaches of the Xinqiang River, the 40th Division advanced to the north bank of the Shagang River, and the 3rd Division reached the area near Luwan. On the 22nd Anami Korechika arrived at Yueyang and took unified command of the operation. The operational intention: the first echelon, with its main force, would attack Changsha frontally along the Guangzhou–Hankou line and the ancient Yueyang–Changsha road; a part of the force would form the second echelon, responsible for the traffic security between Yueyang and Changsha and for supporting the main force’s operations. At the same time, the 34th Division and the Independent Mixed 14th Brigade stationed at Nanchang would attack Shanggao, Xiushui, and other places in northern Jiangxi, pinning down the Nationalist army in that area from advancing west, in order to support the main force’s attack on Changsha.

Northern Hunan was the main direction of attack. The 3rd, 6th, and 40th Divisions and parts each of the 4th and 5th Divisions, with 2 independent artillery regiments, 2 battalions, and 1 engineer regiment attached, located in the Xitang, Longwan, Tangjiapai, and Xinkaitang area, formed the first echelon and attacked Changsha frontally along the Guangzhou–Hankou railway and the ancient Changsha–Yueyang road; the Ikegami Independent Mixed 9th Brigade, the Kato Brigade, the Hiraoka Brigade, and the Hokazono Detachment, located around Guozhen and Xitang, formed the second echelon, responsible for traffic security between Changsha and Yueyang and for supporting the first echelon’s operations; parts each of the 13th, 15th, 39th, and 116th Divisions and the 18th Independent Brigade, and the main force of the 14th Independent Brigade, located along the Yueyang, Linxiang, and Wulipai railway line, undertook rear defense and, when necessary, supported the first and second echelons.

Northern Jiangxi was the pinning-down direction: the 34th Division attacked west from the Nanchang and Anyi area toward Shanggao, and part of the 14th Independent Brigade attacked west from Ruoxi toward Xiushui, to pin down the Nationalist army’s westward reinforcement and coordinate with its main force in northern Hunan in the attack on Changsha.

(III) The Nationalist Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment

On November 17 the Ninth War Zone held an operations conference in Changsha, summing up the experience and lessons of the two previous operations. Commander-in-chief Xue Yue ordered the units to step up war preparations and drew up an operational plan code-named the “Heavenly Furnace Battle,” putting forward a strategic guideline of withdrawing to fight a decisive battle called the “Heavenly Furnace method”: that is, to set up an ambush zone between the Xinqiang River and the Miluo River, take the area between the Liuyang River and the Laodao River as the decisive battle area, mobilize the masses to plow up the land and store water, destroy roads in the war zone, tighten the baojia system and the organization of armed militias in towns and townships, and coordinate with the main force’s operations, so that by luring the enemy in deep a natural furnace would be formed in northern Hunan in which the Japanese army would be surrounded and destroyed. Its operational principles were: to defend the positions with a small number of troops, to control the main force and use it with mobility; to hold firmly the existing positions on both banks of the Xinqiang and Miluo Rivers and strike the southward-advancing enemy head-on. After inflicting heavy wounds on the enemy, the units would successively give up the front, shift to the right flank, occupy the flank positions, form an outer ring around Changsha’s core, lure the enemy south, and, just as the enemy’s offensive was blunted, launch an offensive against the enemy’s flank and rear, echoing the Changsha core, striking the southward-advancing enemy in a pincer and annihilating it in concentration. On the 20th, the Military Affairs Commission of the National Government placed the 4th, 73rd, 74th, and 79th Armies under the command of the Ninth War Zone and ordered each army to hasten to northern Hunan. The Ninth War Zone, in accordance with the original operational guideline and plan, further adjusted its deployment, concentrating the strength of 13 armies and 33 divisions, more than 170,000 men in all.

The specific deployment: the 20th Army organized its defense along the line of Maishi, Jiuling, Yanglin Street, and Lujiao; the 37th Army defended the line of Changle, Miluo, and Xinshi; the 99th Army defended the line of Yingtian, Xiangyin, Lulintan, Yuanjiang, and Hanshou; the 10th Army defended Changsha and Zhuzhou; the reserve was the 58th, 26th, and 79th Armies, deployed respectively in the Huang’an and Liuyang, Puji, and Hengyang areas; the 73rd, 4th, and 74th Armies were to be transferred respectively from the Hubei, Jiangxi, and Guangdong theaters to the Ningxiang, Zhuzhou, and Hengyang areas, to undertake counterattack missions. In the northern Jiangxi direction were the 78th and 72nd Armies, the newly organized 3rd Army, the 5th and 194th Divisions, and other units, of which the 78th Army guarded the Wuning area, the 72nd Army guarded the Jiugong Mountain area, the newly organized 3rd Army guarded the Gao’an area, and the 5th Division guarded the line of Xunjiadu and Shihan Street; the 194th Division was the reserve, positioned in the Qingjiang area.



II. Course of Operations

The Third Battle of Changsha unfolded from northern Hunan; the Chinese army stubbornly resisted the Japanese army’s attack toward Changsha and maneuvered large forces to carry out a counter-encirclement of the Japanese army attacking Changsha, so that the Japanese army suffered heavy losses and was forced to withdraw to its original defense area.

(I) Operations in Northern Hunan

On December 23 the Japanese army launched a frontal attack; the main force of the 40th Division advanced to the north bank of the Xinqiang River and broke through the forward positions on the north bank held by a part of the defending 134th Division. That day the temperature dropped sharply to below zero and rain and snow fell, which is extremely rare in northern Hunan in December; the Xinqiang River, normally fordable, suddenly became much deeper, and the roads were muddy and hard to travel, bringing unexpected difficulty to the Japanese army preparing for a long-distance dash. Moreover, afterward the weather was overcast day after day, and the support and cover of the Japanese aircraft were also greatly limited, but the Japanese army did not draw back.

At dusk on the 24th, the Japanese 6th Division, taking advantage of heavy rain and darkness, launched an attack on the positions of the defending 133rd Division and forced a crossing of the Xinqiang River near Xinqiang. That night the 40th Division also broke through the positions held by the 134th Division and crossed the Xinqiang River. The main force of the defenders withdrew under cover of darkness to the positions along the line of Wangboxiang, Shibuqiao, and Guandechong in the southeastern mountain area, and continued to hold the original positions with a part of its force to consume and delay the Japanese advance. On the night of the 25th the Japanese army launched an attack on the second-line positions of the 133rd and 134th Divisions; the defenders held stubbornly and contested repeatedly with the Japanese army. On the 26th the main forces of the Japanese 6th and 40th Divisions, using the gaps in the defenders’ lines, thrust forward and drove straight for the Miluo River, and joined the 3rd Division, which had earlier reached the north bank of the Miluo River along the Guangzhou–Hankou line. At this time the 37th and 4th Armies defending the line of the Miluo River had already formed a defensive system of great depth and fought fiercely with the attacking Japanese. On the afternoon of the 27th the main force of the Japanese 3rd Division crossed the Miluo River; the main force of the 99th Army withdrew to the positions on the line of Pailoufeng and Liqiao, and the Japanese 3rd Division, in order to realize its intention of coordinating with the main force in encircling and destroying the 37th Army, concentrated its main force in a fierce attack on the 99th Army’s defensive positions. On the 28th and 29th the two sides fought fiercely, and the 3rd Division took the defenders’ positions at Daniangqiao, then attacked east toward Xinkaishi, attempting to circle around to the flank and rear of the 37th Army.

On the 28th the Japanese 6th and 40th Divisions crossed the Miluo River and at once met the stubborn blocking of the defending 37th Army, and the Japanese army suffered heavy casualties. After fierce fighting until the 30th, the 37th Army shifted to the eastern mountain area. With this the Japanese army had opened a passage on the south bank of the Miluo River and then prepared to continue the attack and advance south, attempting to seize Changsha quickly.

(II) The Battle to Defend Changsha

On the 29th Anami Korechika ordered the main force to pursue toward Changsha and adjusted the attack deployment: the 3rd Division, with the cooperation of a part of the 6th Division, would attack Changsha; the main force of the 6th Division would attack toward Yeli Market east of Changsha; the 40th Division would thrust toward Jinjing, to guarantee the security of the main force’s flank.

The defenders of Changsha were the 10th Army. Defensive deployment on the 20th: the 3rd Division defended the core positions of Changsha, the 190th Division defended the strongpoints on the periphery, and the reserve 10th Division firmly held the existing positions at Yuelu Mountain and Shuiludao (Shuiluzhou). On the 22nd the Changsha Garrison Headquarters, the 18th Regiment of the military police, the Three Principles of the People Youth Corps, and others cooperated with the 10th Army in holding Changsha. Subsequently the units hastened to repair bunkers and works, set up obstacles, and evacuated the masses to the rear. Then the 73rd Army arrived and took over the defense duties at Yuelu Mountain and on the west bank of the Xiang River, preparing to coordinate with the 10th Army’s operations.

On the 30th the Military Affairs Commission directed: “In a decisive battle near Changsha, in order to prevent the enemy from pinning down Changsha with a part of its force while using the main force first to force our second-line army groups into decisive battle and then encircling and attacking Changsha, we should keep our second-line army groups at a distance from the battlefield, maintaining a favorable external-line posture so as to ensure freedom of maneuver, let the enemy attack Changsha first, take advantage of the blunting of its attack, and at the same time bring all forces together to encircle and strike the enemy at once, seizing the decisive battle from a position of initiative.” The Ninth War Zone therefore ordered the 10th Army to hold Changsha firmly, while the remaining main units prepared, with Changsha as the center, to carry out centripetal attacks from the east, south, and north respectively, and clearly distinguished the specific objectives of the first and second attacks, in order to keep tightening the ring of encirclement as the Japanese attacked Changsha, concentrate superior strength, and encircle and annihilate the Japanese army attacking Changsha.

On the night of the 31st the Japanese 3rd Division advanced to Yeli Market near Changsha and the area near Dongshan. In the early morning of January 1, 1942, the 3rd Division crossed the Liuyang River and then, supported by more than 20 aircraft, launched an attack on the defenders’ positions at Amiling, Linzichong, Jinpenling, and elsewhere southeast of Changsha. The reserve 10th Division, relying on its positions and favorable terrain, stubbornly resisted the Japanese attack; because most of the works had been destroyed and casualties were very heavy, it decided to abandon the first-line positions and that afternoon withdrew to the line of Banbianshan, Zuojiatang, and the Agriculture and Forestry Experimental Station to continue organizing the defense. The Japanese army, supported by air and ground firepower, launched an all-out attack, in which one battalion that night broke through the defenders’ positions near Wujiazhuang and the army depot and, following up its success, headed for Baishaling, directly threatening Tianxin Pavilion in the city. The defenders counterattacked in good time, quickly retook the positions near Wujiazhuang and the army depot, and drove back the Japanese who had broken in. In the counterattack more than 100 Japanese, from the battalion commander down, were killed, and in the documents captured from their bodies the defenders found that the Japanese army’s grain and ammunition were seriously short, which greatly raised the morale and fighting spirit of the officers and men.

On the 2nd the reserve 10th Division and the main force of the Japanese 3rd Division fought a fierce contest along the line of Nanzhigong, Wujiazhuang, Xiaolinzi Street, and Huangtuling southeast of Changsha. The Ninth War Zone’s 1st Artillery Brigade, positioned in the Yuelu Mountain area, struck the attacking Japanese accurately and fiercely with heavy artillery fire and effectively supported the defenders’ operations. At the same time a part of the Japanese 6th Division attacked the positions of the defending 190th Division in the northern suburbs of Changsha. In the early morning of the 3rd the main force of the Japanese 6th Division launched attacks simultaneously in the eastern and northern suburbs of Changsha, and the 190th Division was forced back to hold its second-line positions. The 10th Army defending the Changsha area, under the command of army commander Li Yutang, stubbornly resisted the Japanese attack. After several days of fighting the Japanese army suffered heavy casualties and its progress was slow. A part of the Japanese 6th Division had broken into the city from the northern suburbs of Changsha, but because it was fiercely struck by the Ninth War Zone’s heavy artillery, most of the buildings in the north of the city were reduced to level ground, leaving the Japanese who had broken in no way to gain a foothold; the defenders promptly organized a counterattack and drove them back. At the same time fierce fighting also broke out south of the city of Changsha, with heavy Japanese casualties, among them one battalion commander killed. By this time, although the Japanese army held the offensive, because of a lack of ammunition it could only fight at close quarters in hand-to-hand combat in many places, and air-dropped resupply was merely a drop in the bucket, so that the Japanese army gradually fell into difficulty.

To strengthen the defense of the core positions of Changsha, on the 3rd the Ninth War Zone ordered the 77th Division of the 73rd Army to cross the Xiang River and enter the urban area of Changsha to cooperate with the 10th Army. At this time the main force of the Ninth War Zone, on the outer line, was pressing in on Changsha from three sides under concealment, and had advanced to the vicinity of the prescribed first attack objectives.

(III) Pursuit Operations

Facing an extremely unfavorable battlefield situation, the Japanese 11th Army decided on the 3rd to halt the attack on Changsha and ordered the units to begin withdrawing on the night of the 4th. On the morning of the 4th the Japanese army launched an attack along the whole line, attempting a last-ditch effort. In the attack the Japanese army kept releasing poison gas and staked everything on attacking the city. The defenders fought in blood-soaked, bitter battle and struggled stubbornly, and the fighting near Changsha reached white heat. Among them the reserve 10th Division, after 3 days and nights of bitter fighting, suffered heavy casualties. The Japanese army made no progress beyond increasing its casualties. The 3rd and 6th Divisions then withdrew from the battlefield that night under cover of darkness, retreating in the direction of Dongmen and Yeli Market.

At this time the Ninth War Zone’s outer-line units were advancing rapidly toward Changsha, and Xue Yue ordered the units to advance on the night of the 4th into the second attack objective area, in order to speed up the tightening of the small encirclement ring. On learning that the Japanese army was withdrawing, he at once ordered the units that had been preparing to carry out the encirclement to launch a swift pursuit, determined to concentrate and annihilate the withdrawing Japanese in the area south of the Mi River and north of the Laodao River, and adjusted the deployment in good time: Luo Zhuoying, commander of the 19th Group Army, was to direct the 73rd, 4th, and 26th Armies as the southern pursuit force, pursuing from south to north; Yang Sen, commander of the 27th Group Army, was to lead the 20th and 58th Armies as the northern blocking force, blocking the Japanese withdrawal; Fu Zhongfang, commander of the 99th Army, was to lead his units as the western intercepting force, preventing the Japanese from fleeing west.

In the early morning of the 5th, covered by dozens of aircraft, the Japanese army withdrew toward the northeast in several routes along the whole line. This Japanese retreat fell into extremely difficult straits. The 3rd Division had just left the battlefield when it was intercepted by the 4th Army, which had entered the Jinpenling and Linzichong area; after fierce fighting all day it fought its way out and fled, and drew in toward the 6th Division, crossing the Liuyang River near Yeli Market; on the 7th the two Japanese units withdrew to north of the Laodao River. The main force of the 40th Division withdrew to Chunhua Mountain, was blocked by units of the Ninth War Zone, and was forced back to Jinjing; the part it had left near Jinjing was encircled and attacked by the 37th Army, with nearly 400 casualties, and the remaining 20-odd men were rescued only after its main force returned, the unit being almost entirely wiped out. In order to cover the withdrawal of its main force, the Japanese 11th Army ordered the Independent Mixed 9th Brigade to come south in separate routes to meet it, and when this unit reached the line of Liqiao, Fulinpu, and Jinjing it too was blocked. On the 8th, on the way withdrawing toward Fulinpu, the 6th Division was successively encircled and attacked by the 4th, 20th, 26th, and 73rd Armies and others, suffering heavy casualties, and only broke out of the encirclement later with the all-out rescue of the 3rd Division and the air force. The withdrawing Japanese, under the successive blocking, flank attacks, and pursuit of the Ninth War Zone’s units, moved slowly and were constantly in bitter fighting. On the 9th the withdrawing Japanese, hungry and exhausted, joined up with the Japanese units that came to meet them. On the 13th the main forces of the Japanese 3rd, 6th, and 40th Divisions assembled near Xinshi, Lanheshi, and Changle south of the Miluo River, and then crossed the Miluo River one after another. On the 14th the Japanese army continued to retreat north in rout; the Ninth War Zone’s units still kept intercepting, pursuing, and striking the Japanese flank. By the 16th the Japanese army had withdrawn north of the Xinqiang River and returned to its original positions; the 34th Division and other units attacking west from northern Jiangxi were also driven back, and the battle came to an end.

This battle lasted 25 days and ended in a crushing defeat for the Japanese army, with nearly 57,000 casualties, among them 10 officers of battalion and regiment commander rank and above killed, and 139 captured. The Ninth War Zone’s officers and men fought gallantly and won a great victory, with fewer than 30,000 casualties.



III. Case Analysis

The Third Battle of Changsha was the first large-scale offensive operation launched by the Japanese army on the Chinese theater after the outbreak of the Pacific War. After its surprise attack on Pearl Harbor the Japanese army’s offensive operations in the Pacific area went very smoothly, and the American, British, and other forces suffered successive reverses; therefore the Nationalist army’s major victory in the Third Battle of Changsha not only aroused a strong reaction at home and abroad but also raised the morale of the Allied armies and played a positive role in supporting the American and British operations in Southeast Asia. This battle achieved brilliant results and was a fairly successful large-scale operation by the Nationalist army in resisting Japan on the frontal battlefield.

(I) Careful Planning and Full Preparation

Although the Ninth War Zone had suffered a defeat in the Second Battle of Changsha, it was not discouraged but promptly summed up the experience and lessons. Before this battle it carried out careful planning and drew up the operational plan in good time, and its judgment of the enemy situation and its operational deployment were fairly accurate and reasonable. The defending units effectively controlled the key ground and key points and formed a defensive system with depth and echelons; the counterattacking units acted secretly and quickly and achieved surprise in operational action; the masses were effectively mobilized and actively supported the operation.

(II) Flexible Methods and Active Tactics

In this battle the deployment was appropriate, the operational guideline of luring the enemy in deep was actively adopted, favorable opportunities for destroying the enemy were seized, superior forces were concentrated, and tactics such as blocking in front, pursuing from behind, intercepting across the flank, and raiding, ambushing, and guerrilla attack were widely adopted, so that the initiative on the battlefield was fairly well held and the Japanese army’s living strength was continually destroyed, while the Japanese army met walls everywhere, was beaten everywhere, and was entirely in a passive position.

(III) Coordination of Infantry and Artillery Expanded the Results

In the battle the 1st Artillery Brigade played a fairly good role, effectively supporting the defense of Changsha and actively coordinating with the infantry’s operations, killing and wounding large numbers of Japanese. In the operation the 150-millimeter heavy howitzers fired 500 rounds and the mountain guns fired more than 10,000 rounds, with a hit rate reaching 75 percent; at certain critical moments they supported the infantry’s operations in time and place and exerted unprecedented power, many shells falling directly into the Japanese army’s fighting formations and causing it heavy casualties.

(IV) Firm Will and Courageous Fighting

In the operation the morale of every unit was high, and they held resolve to fight to the death and confidence in victory; many officers and men left their last wishes at the very start of the battle, vowing not to return alive without victory. The officers and men of the 10th Army in particular, in the battle to defend Changsha, facing the superior Japanese army’s attack from three sides, under the difficult conditions of fighting with their backs to the river, were of one heart from top to bottom of the army, vowing to live or die with their positions. In the operation, all vied to be first and none held back, fighting heroically and fearlessly, unafraid of sacrifice, and with an unyielding fighting spirit held Changsha for 4 days and nights, which not only caused the attacking Japanese to lose troops and generals and suffer mounting casualties but also created extremely favorable conditions for seizing the opportunity to destroy the enemy and for the war zone’s main force to pursue and destroy the Japanese main force.

(Geng Zhiguang)





16. The Battle of Changde During the War of Resistance Against Japan


(1943.11.2–12.20)




Case Summary

Beginning on November 2, 1943, in the Changde area of northwestern Hunan, Sun Lianzhong, acting commander-in-chief of the Nationalist Sixth War Zone, directing 4 group armies, 1 army group, and the Upper Yangtze defense force, with the cooperation of 2 army groups of the Ninth War Zone under commander-in-chief Xue Yue and more than a hundred aircraft, resisted the 5 divisions, 5 detachments (equivalent to regiments), and 1 air squadron directed by General Yokoyama Isamu, commander-in-chief of the Japanese 11th Army. This battle was a large engagement, fought with fairly large forces on both sides, in the later period of the strategic stalemate stage of China’s War of Resistance Against Japan; it lasted more than 50 days, and Changde was at one point lost and afterward recovered by the Nationalist army. In the battle the Nationalist army, at a cost of more than 50,000 casualties, killed or wounded more than 20,000 Japanese, inflicted heavy casualties on the Japanese army, and wrecked the Japanese army’s operational intention of advancing south.



I. Pre-War Situation

In the autumn of 1943, the situation in the Pacific War had undergone a fundamental change, and the Japanese army had been forced from the offensive to the defensive. In the Chinese theater the Allies were also planning a counteroffensive in Burma. In order to pin down the Chinese army, the Japanese army demanded that its 11th Army in Central China attack Changde in Hunan Province, so as to support its operational plans in the South Seas.

(I) The Japanese Army Draws Up the Changde Operational Plan

Changde’s geographic position is extremely important: it is a major town of western Hunan and the gateway between Sichuan and Guizhou, “controlling Ba and Shu and girdling Dongting,” known as the “land of fish and rice,” the great granary of central China, and had always been a place that strategists must contest. If Changde were lost, not only would the Dongting Lake shore area be difficult to hold, but the Xiang River basin would also be subjected to Japanese raids and plunder, which would have a major effect economically and militarily on the National Government, whose jurisdiction covered only a few southwestern provinces. After the loss of Wuhan this place became the only line of supply of materials for Chongqing’s great rear. After the War of Resistance entered the stalemate stage Changde’s strategic position became still more important, because from Changde one could go south to attack Changsha and other places, north to seize the Yangtze and press on Yichang, east to attack the Guangzhou–Hankou railway, and west to threaten Sichuan and Guizhou.

After the fall of Yichang in 1941, Changde was placed under the defense of the newly established Sixth War Zone. In April 1943 the Nationalist 74th Army moved into the Changde area. Its 57th Division garrisoned the city of Changde, its 58th Division garrisoned Shimen, and its 51st Division garrisoned Taoyuan.

On August 28, 1943, the Japanese China Expeditionary Army drew up the “Outline of Operational Guidance for the China Expeditionary Army from Autumn 1943 Onward,” requiring the 11th Army, which had just launched the Battle of West Hubei, to launch the Changde operation in Hunan. The Outline stipulated that the aim of the Changde operation was: “to attack the area near Changde, search for and destroy the enemy’s central army, destroy the base area of the Sixth War Zone, so as to weaken the enemy’s intention to continue resistance, while creating conditions for the Expeditionary Army to complete its tasks smoothly after reducing its strength, and pinning down the mobile forces of the Chongqing army that might be transferred to the Yunnan direction, in order to support the operations of the Southern Army.”

In November 1943 the situation at Changde grew increasingly tense. For the safety of the people’s lives, the Nationalist 74th Army’s 57th Division cooperated with the local government, mobilized and compelled all residents inside and outside the city to evacuate, so that not a single person was left in the city. On November 15 the townspeople had all left the urban area of Changde.

(II) The Japanese Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment

In order to pin down the Chinese army’s southward expedition to Burma, the Army Department of the Japanese Imperial General Headquarters ordered the main force of the China Expeditionary Army’s 11th Army and the attached units of the 13th Army, equipped with air force and poison-gas units, to raise 100,000 men to attack Changde. The aims were: to shake the Chongqing Nationalists’ confidence in resisting Japan, to force surrender by war and achieve the so-called “ending of the China Incident”; to annihilate the Nationalist defenders’ strength, destroy the Sixth War Zone’s base area, and seize the Dongting Lake granary, so as to achieve the goals of using war to sustain war and consolidating the China occupation zone; and to pin down the Nationalist army’s forces and force the Chinese Expeditionary Army concentrated in Yunnan to return to rescue, so as to prevent or delay the Southeast Asia Allied joint counteroffensive.

The Japanese 11th Army had under it 5 divisions: the 3rd, 13th, 39th, 68th, and 116th Divisions, 28 regiments in all, plus the 44th Air Squadron and puppet forces, more than 100,000 men in all.

The units attacking the city: the 3rd, 68th, and 116th Divisions (including poison-gas units), more than 40,000 men in all.

(III) The Nationalist Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment

On the eve of the Battle of Changde, Chiang Kai-shek, chairman of the National Government, telegraphed Xue Yue, commander-in-chief of the Ninth War Zone, and Wang Yaowu, commander of the 74th Army: “Changde must be held, and the garrison must live and die with the city.” Chiang Kai-shek then issued the instruction “if not success, then martyrdom,” once again ordering the 74th Army’s 57th Division to fight to the death at Changde, with the aim of drawing the Japanese army to Changde and posing a strategic threat to the Japanese army, so that the Chinese Expeditionary Army could open a battlefield in Burma.

In October 1943, Yu Chengwan, deputy commander of the 74th Army and commander of the 57th Division, convened a meeting of generals to study the guiding plan for the defensive operation and drew up a defensive operational plan with the purpose of “holding firmly the strategic key points to ensure them.” The plan was carried out in 3 phases: the first phase was the blocking battle on the periphery, chiefly annihilation and attrition; the second phase was the defense of the city wall, tightly sealing the wall and checking the Japanese intention of breaking the city; the third phase was street fighting inside the city, resisting to the death or fighting hand-to-hand with short weapons, awaiting relief forces, attacking from inside and out, and seizing victory.

Under the Nationalist Sixth War Zone were the 10th, 26th, 29th, and 33rd Group Armies, the Yangtze River Defense Army, and the Wang Yaowu army group. The units of the Ninth War Zone taking part in the battle were the Li Yutang army group and the Ou Zhen army group. The two war zones had 16 armies and 42 divisions in all, more than 200,000 men. Among these, the garrison of the city of Changde was the 74th Army’s 57th Division, with a total strength of more than 8,500 men, code-named “Tiger Warriors.”¹


¹ “Tiger Warriors” (虎贲) derives from the Book of Documents (Shujing) and means that heroic soldiers, like tigers rushing into a flock of sheep, are invincible wherever they go.



The specific deployment: the Sixth War Zone used the 79th Army of the 10th Group Army and part of the 66th Army to guard the line of Yidu, Songzi, and Xinjiangkou (not included); the Yangtze River Defense Army used the 30th, 18th, and 86th Armies to guard the areas near Shipai Yaosai, Yidu (not included), Rongjiadian, and Yushan; the 29th Group Army used the 44th and 73rd Armies to guard the line of Ganjiachang, Gongqiang, and Nanxian. The Sixth War Zone’s directly subordinate 87th and 94th Armies assembled in the Xiushan and Jianshi area. The Military Affairs Commission’s directly subordinate 74th Army and its 51st, 57th, and 58th Divisions assembled in the Changde and Taoyuan area awaiting orders.



II. Course of Operations

From November to December 1943, the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army’s 11th Army, stationed in the Wuhan area, assembled more than 100,000 troops (including the 116th Division temporarily transferred from the 13th Army) and launched a fierce attack in force on Changde, the important town of northwestern Hunan, and its vicinity. The whole battle included three stages—operations on the periphery, the defensive battle of Changde, and the operation to recover Changde—of which the defensive operation at Changde was the main operational action.

(I) Operations on the Periphery

In early November 1943, in order to retrieve the day-by-day decline of the war situation, the Japanese Imperial General Headquarters and the Expeditionary Army’s General Headquarters, with their strategic intention aimed directly at Changde, the military stronghold of northwestern Hunan, sent out large numbers of troops to launch a fierce attack on a dozen or so counties and cities with Changde as their core. On November 2 the Japanese 11th Army launched an all-out attack on the front-line positions defended by the Nationalist Sixth War Zone’s 10th and 29th Group Armies. The Japanese 39th and 13th Divisions, the Miyawaki Detachment, the Sasaki Detachment, and the 3rd Division crossed the river westward from the Shashi and Shishou area and attacked Renheping, Nuanshuijie, Tongzixi, Gong’an, Shimen, and other places defended by the 10th Group Army (2 armies, 5 divisions in all). The Japanese 116th, 68th, and 40th Divisions, the Mixed 17th Brigade, and more than 4,000 puppet troops launched an attack from the Shishou and Huarong area on Jinshi, Anxiang, and Baibengkou, directly in front of the 29th Group Army (2 armies, 6 divisions in all). The Chinese defenders used the obstacles of the lakes and marshes along the river and the works to wear down the Japanese. On November 5 the 10th Group Army shifted to its main positions along the line of Nie Jia River, Mianmacheng, Nuanshuijie, and Wangjiachang. The 29th Group Army shifted to the line of Yonghe Town, Xinmatou, and Anxiang.

From November 5 to 13, the Nationalist 10th Group Army, centered on Nuanshuijie, held its positions firmly, strove to block the Japanese attack, and dealt the Japanese a heavy blow, but its own casualties were very heavy. From November 6 to 17 the 29th Group Army fought on both banks of the Li River with the superior Japanese army and suffered fairly large casualties.

On November 21, parts of the Japanese 13th and 3rd Divisions attacked fiercely the positions of the Nationalist defenders’ 51st Division at Qichaishan and Mingyueshan. The Japanese stationed at Shanxigang crossed the Huangshi River to the south and advanced toward Taoyuan. Japanese aircraft landed paratroopers at Taoyuan to support the infantry’s encirclement and attack of Taoyuan; the Nationalist defenders suffered heavy casualties and withdrew to defend the south bank of the Yuan River, and Taoyuan fell. The Japanese 3rd Division advanced east of the Qijia River and, cooperating with its airborne units, raided Taoyuan and then thrust toward the south of Changde. The Japanese 68th Division, the Bingtian (柄田) Detachment, the 116th Division, and the 3rd Division gradually closed in on Changde on the night of November 21. At the beginning of the Japanese westward advance, the Chinese Sixth War Zone had ordered the 57th Division of the 74th Army of the 29th Group Army to garrison the city of Changde, and in mid-October the city’s defense works and the defense works nearby had been completed.

When the Japanese 116th and 68th Divisions reached the periphery of Changde, the defending 57th Division fought fiercely with them in the area east of Deshan.

From November 10 to 21 the Chinese air force and the Allied 14th Air Force successively sent out more than a hundred sorties of bombers and fighters, striking the Japanese assembly units, Japanese depots, and Jiangnan transport vessels at Li County, Jinshi, Shimen, Wangjiachang, Lishui, Ouchikou, and other places, sinking more than 40 Japanese wooden boats, and also engaged Japanese aircraft in air combat, cooperating with the ground units, shooting down 4 Japanese aircraft. The Nationalist air force also lost 4 aircraft.

On November 22 the 66th Army of the 10th Group Army attacked the Japanese at Wangjiachang and Renheping. The 79th Army crossed the Li River west of Shimen and attacked the Japanese flank and rear southeast of Cili. The 44th, 73rd, and 74th Armies of the 29th Group Army resisted the Japanese attack in the Daoshui and Huangshi River area.

The Japanese 39th Division, the Koga Detachment, and the Miyawaki Detachment were still left in the area from Zhijiang and Yidu and the area north of Shimen southwest of Yidu, blocking the Chinese 18th, 66th, and 79th Armies and others from going south to relieve Changde. In order to annihilate the Japanese army near Changde, the Military Affairs Commission of the National Government ordered the 74th Army’s 57th Division to resist the Japanese attack with all its strength with Changde as the core, and also assembled the main force of the Sixth War Zone and part of the Ninth War Zone, with the 10th, 100th, 74th, 73rd, 99th, 44th, and 79th Armies, 7 armies in all, as the first-line army group and the 18th Army as the second-line army group, to carry out an encircling attack from the south, west, and north, and ordered the Ninth and Fifth War Zones to step up attacks on the Japanese stationed at Yueyang and east of it, in Jingmen, the Dahong Mountains, Huaining, and other areas, in order to support the decisive battle at Changde.

(II) The Defensive Battle of Changde

On November 23 the 3 divisions of the Japanese 11th Army launched an all-out attack on the urban area of Changde, and the Nationalist defending 57th Division also redeployed: the 171st Regiment defended the West Gate and the river front, the 170th Regiment defended the northwest corner of the city, and the 169th Regiment defended the East Gate and the northeast corner.

1. Fierce Fighting in the Eastern Suburb

On November 23, the Japanese 68th Division’s headquarters unit of more than 5,000 men, with the cooperation of 9 aircraft, attacked the East Gate of Changde in 5 routes of more than a thousand men each; the 1st Battalion of the 57th Division’s 169th Regiment suffered heavy casualties, and only after regiment commander Chai Yixin personally led the reserve to reinforce did it manage to steady its position for the time being. On November 24 and 25 the 133rd Regiment of the Japanese 116th Division fought fiercely with the 2nd Battalion of the 169th Regiment defending the eastern suburb of the East Gate, and the Japanese suffered heavy casualties, with more than 500 killed on the spot and 7 captured and 3 aircraft shot down, giving the Japanese army its first fairly heavy blow since its attack on the city began. On November 26 the Japanese infantry’s 109th Regiment arrived outside the East Gate to join the attack and was likewise defeated with heavy losses.

In this fighting the defenders beat back 24 Japanese attacks and killed or wounded more than 1,000 Japanese. In the afternoon of the 26th the defenders fell back into the city and defended along the city wall. At 10:00 on the 27th the seesaw battle at the East Gate reached its climax: six or seven hundred Japanese launched a fierce attack on the East Gate wall, and the defenders resisted to the death. Dong Qingxia, deputy battalion commander of the 1st Battalion of the 169th Regiment, and Lai Rulian, machine-gun company commander, led a platoon out of the trenches and counterattacked with hand grenades, killing more than 100 Japanese; Dong Qingxia and Lai Rulian gave their lives for the country. The fearless spirit of the defenders chilled the Japanese, who temporarily halted their charge.

The Japanese force that took part in the attack on the East Gate reached about 10,000 men in all, but made no progress and had to turn to attack Dahe Street and Xianan Gate.

2. Holding Firm at the West Gate (Daximen)

On November 23, the Japanese 116th Division’s 120th Infantry Regiment, which had taken Hefu, together with the 133rd Infantry Regiment and others, more than 15,000 men in all with several dozen guns of various sizes attached, began an all-front attack on the western suburb and gradually pushed toward the West Gate. The 1st Battalion of the defending 170th Regiment fought a seesaw battle with the Japanese, its positions changing hands many times; all the officers of the 1st Battalion at platoon level and above were killed, and many badly wounded officers and men who had lost the ability to fight killed themselves with bayonets or rifles.

On November 26 the 57th Division, with its fighting strength greatly reduced, organized everyone in the division, including cooks and miscellaneous service personnel, into combat ranks; the artillery regiment, having no more shells, was mostly employed as infantry and took part in the defense of the West Gate. Two regiment commanders held the West Gate wall: one was Du Ding, commander of the 171st Regiment, who led the remnants of the 3rd Battalion plus a few dozen newly organized service personnel and 20 Changde policemen, more than 100 men; the other was Jin Dingzhou, commander of the army artillery regiment, who led more than 40 infantry formed from artillerymen and more than 40 newly organized service personnel, 90 men or so. The garrison of the entire West Gate was fewer than 300 men. Thanks to the defenders’ heroic stand, although the Japanese artillery fire was fierce, the West Gate was never lost.

On the morning of November 30 the Japanese again launched a fierce frontal attack on the West Gate, and the 57th Division commander Yu Chengwan personally led the special service company to supervise the fighting. Until December 2 the Japanese could never take the West Gate.

3. Hand-to-Hand Battle in the Northern Suburb

The Japanese attacking the northern suburb were chiefly the 109th and 133rd Infantry Regiments as the backbone, with the Independent Mountain Artillery 2nd Regiment and the 4th Mortar Company attached, including engineers and logistics units, more than 10,000 men in all, attacking the northern suburb in three routes, east, west, and front. The Nationalist defenders’ left route was the 2nd Battalion of the 170th Regiment and the right route was the 3rd Battalion of the 169th Regiment. After 3 days of hand-to-hand fighting the defenders’ casualties exceeded 90%.

4. Grim Fighting at the South City

South of Changde was the Yuan River, which formed a natural screen blocking the Japanese advance; the Japanese taking part in the southern operation were chiefly the main force of the 6th Regiment of the 3rd Division and the attached 3rd Field Artillery Regiment. On November 25 the commander of the 6th Regiment was killed by a Nationalist aircraft’s bombing during a reconnaissance.

In the daytime of November 25, more than 500 Japanese, using motor launches and more than 20 civilian boats, covered by artillery fire and 4 aircraft, forced a crossing of the Yuan River; the 3rd Battalion of the 57th Division’s 171st Regiment opened fierce return fire, and the Japanese boats were hit and half of them sunk, the rest turning back. By the 26th the Japanese had made 4 river-crossing attacks. At dawn on the 27th, the outer positions south of the city were lost in many places, and the defenders outside the city withdrew to Shang and Xia Nanmen gate towers, using the gate towers and the strong works of the city wall to continue blocking the Japanese.

On November 28 the 57th Division still had more than 2,400 men fit for combat. The Japanese suffered heavy casualties in the city attack and, with poor results, launched a psychological offensive, airdropping surrender leaflets to the defenders.

5. Street Fighting Inside the City

During the siege the Japanese successively organized many large-scale continuous attacks from the east, south, west, and north, all with little progress. Afterward the Japanese discovered by reconnaissance that the defenders relied excessively on the obstacle of the outer moat, attached importance to the city gates, were confined to defense near them, and neglected the defensive facilities farther from the city, and in the end the Japanese chose the line of the northeast corner of the North Gate as their breakthrough point.

At dawn on November 28 the Japanese used more than a hundred large guns and 26 aircraft to bombard the North Gate wall fiercely, and at the same time released poison gas for as long as 3 hours; the defenders above and below the foot of the wall were all killed, and the defenders were forced to abandon the North Gate and enter street fighting. The remaining officers and men of the 57th Division broke through the houses along every street, built street-fighting cover at every street corner, and contested every house with the Japanese, so that after entering the city the Japanese paid a heavy price and still advanced with difficulty.

At dawn on November 29 the Japanese, following their method of attacking the North Gate, first attacked fiercely with artillery fire and only then charged with infantry; by 22:00 on the 30th all the houses at the East Gate had been burned down, but the defenders held to the death and did not withdraw.

In view of the fact that the North Gate and East Gate had been broken into by the Japanese for days on end and the defenders had suffered heavy losses, on November 29 division commander Yu Chengwan twice sent telegrams asking for rescue, and then strictly ordered every unit to hold its combat post and fight the Japanese in blood to the end.

When the street fighting began on the 28th the city defenders numbered only 2,440; by November 30 not more than 1,800; by December 2 only three or four hundred defenders were left in the city. By the evening of the 2nd only two isolated strongpoints, the Confucian Temple and the Central Bank, remained, with fewer than 200 defenders; the division commander himself took a machine gun into the line; the relief forces had not arrived, and the garrison was at the last moment, out of ammunition and grain.

6. The Defenders Break Out

By 20:00 on December 2, of the more than 8,000 men of the 57th Division only a little over 200 remained, holding only two isolated strongpoints, the Confucian Temple and the Central Bank, and the wall and streets of the southwestern part of the city, occupying the one passage from the division headquarters to the Yuan River. From November 26 the Nationalist relief forces had begun to approach the suburbs of Changde and had been in fierce fighting with the Japanese in the suburbs all along, but unfortunately could not break through the Japanese defense line within a short time, and the defenders decided to organize a breakout to meet the relief forces.

At 1:00 on December 3 division commander Yu Chengwan urgently convened a meeting of officers of the 57th Division, studied and decided to break out toward the south bank of the Yuan River during the night, with a small part shifting toward the suburb at the northwest corner of the city. Inside the city, 169th Regiment commander, Major General Chai Yixin, with the remnant force of 51 men, was to pin down the Japanese, cover the wounded, continue to hold on in street fighting, and await the arrival of the relief forces.

The defenders began crossing the river to break out after 2:00 on December 3, using 5 small oarless wooden boats and crossing the Yuan River by the force of the wind; because the boats were too small to carry everyone, not a few crossed holding wooden planks, and after crossing they withdrew in several routes.

After the main force broke out, Chai Yixin, commander of the 169th Regiment, who had stayed behind to pin down the Japanese, held the last strongpoint and led the remnants charging against the Japanese positions, and was unfortunately killed by a bullet. The few remaining officers and men fought a battle to the death and fought hand to hand with the attacking Japanese more than ten times, all dying in the fight. By about 4:00 on December 3, Changde had fallen.

(III) Recovering Changde

While the officers and men of the 57th Division were in bitter fighting in the city of Changde, the Nationalist relief forces from every route were also fighting on the outer line, striving to close in on Changde and rescue its defenders.

After the fall of Changde the Japanese went south and again besieged Deshan. At dawn on December 6 Deshan fell once more into Japanese hands. The Nationalist 190th Division, to support the operations of the 3rd Division, attacked Lanbaochong fiercely, but because its strength was insufficient it did not take Shimen Bridge until the 7th. While the 10th Army was moving north to reinforce, the Ninth War Zone also temporarily assembled about 9 regiments, organized into 1 army group, led by Ou Zhen, deputy commander-in-chief of the Ninth War Zone. This army group occupied the area near Sanligang on December 6 and took Maowan on the 7th. At this time the Changde breakout units led by Yu Chengwan reached Maowan, and the two sides joined up.

After the 7th the Nationalist army began a counterattack on Changde. On the 9th the New 10th Division again recovered Deshan, and the Japanese defenders fled to Changde. At the same time the New 11th Division advanced from Maowan to occupy South Station and began counterattacking toward Changde. The 72nd Army cleared the Japanese at Doumu Town and on the south bank of the Yuan River and attacked the Japanese at Hefushan fiercely. The New 13th Division also reached South Station and joined the attack on Changde. The same day, the Chinese army crossed the Yuan River and attacked Changde in a pincer from east and west and broke into the city of Changde through the West Gate; the Japanese broke out in haste and fled north. The city of Changde was recovered by the Chinese army 6 days after its fall.

From the 10th the Japanese withdrew along the whole line. At this time the Japanese Imperial General Headquarters demanded that the 11th Army retake Changde for the benefit of later operations, but Yokoyama Isamu, because the army had suffered fairly heavy losses and its strength was exhausted and it could not counterattack at once, still ordered the units to withdraw. The Nationalist army followed behind the Japanese and recovered the lost ground. On the 13th it recovered Shimen and Niubitan. On the 18th it recovered Nuanshuijie. On the 20th it recovered Li County and Jinshi.

In early January 1944 the war situation returned to the strategic posture before the battle.



III. Case Analysis

The Battle of Changde lasted more than 50 days; more than 20,000 Japanese were killed or wounded, and the Nationalist army suffered about 50,000 casualties among officers and men. Relying on its positions, the Nationalist army blocked the Japanese step by step, delayed the Japanese attack, and by counterattack restored the original situation, causing the Japanese army considerable losses and attrition, giving the attacking Japanese a fairly heavy blow, partly wrecking the Japanese army’s operational intention of advancing south, and in strategy coordinating with the struggle in the enemy’s rear against “mopping-up” and “clearing the countryside.”

(I) The Nationalist Officers and Men Showed an Unyielding, Heroic and Stubborn Spirit of Resisting Japan and Defending the Country

In this operation the Nationalist army’s generals and soldiers shared one fate, officers and men were of one heart, and vowed to live and die with Changde, showing an unyielding, heroic and stubborn spirit of resisting Japan and defending the country, which has a certain standing and role in the history of the War of Resistance. When Yu Chengwan was ordered to lead his unit to garrison Changde, he had already telegraphed the Supreme Command, “Receiving your telegram with heavy trust to defend Changde, the officers and men of my division feel supremely honored.” In the issued “Proclamation on Defending Changde” Yu Chengwan said: “The gain or loss of Changde is a task bearing on the fate of the whole Republic of China; since it is so arduous and so sacred, for the country, for the people, and for ourselves, we have no reason not to accomplish this task. We will live and die with Changde; we will exchange our flesh and blood for the life of the whole nation; we shall have the resolve of utmost sacrifice, and fight the enemy bandits to the last man, to the last bullet.” This proclamation greatly inspired the officers and men’s fighting spirit against the enemy and strengthened their sense of responsibility for defending the country and nation. They fought gallantly in the battle and drove back the Japanese army’s countless mad attacks, and many moving deeds emerged. For example, a reinforced battalion holding Hefushan was almost entirely killed after killing or wounding more than 500 Japanese; a platoon defending the left flank of the North Gate, after repeatedly withstanding the Japanese army’s wild bombardment and poison-gas shell attacks, fought repeated hand-to-hand fights with the charging Japanese until the whole platoon died heroically. In the battle to defend the city of Changde many heroes emerged; from regiment commanders, battalion commanders, company and platoon commanders to ordinary soldiers, all fought to the end, and not one surrendered. It was precisely because of this heroic and stubborn fighting spirit that the Battle of Changde was won. The Battle of Changde was a large engagement fought with fairly large forces on both sides in the later period of the strategic stalemate stage of China’s War of Resistance; it was a rare “costly victory” among the campaigns on the frontal battlefield of the War of Resistance, which the world’s people watched with attention. Although the “costly victory” of the Battle of Changde came at a considerable price, it fully reflected the patriotic spirit and national integrity of the broad mass of patriotic officers and men.

(II) Resisting Step by Step Relying on Positions Greatly Consumed the Japanese Army’s Living Strength

When Sun Lianzhong, acting commander-in-chief of the Nationalist Sixth War Zone, learned that Changde was in heavy encirclement, he at once telegraphed Yu Chengwan: the survival or loss of Changde bears on the whole situation, “encourage the officers and men, hold firmly and await relief, carry forward the spirit of sacrifice of the revolutionary soldier, and do not let your resolve waver.” At the same time the Military Affairs Commission also telegraphed: “The 57th Division should hold Changde firmly and live and die with the city.” In order to ensure that the operation unfolded in an orderly way, Yu Chengwan divided the city defense deployment into 3 periods. The first was the period of defense of the suburbs, with Deshan, Niubitan, Huangtushan, Hefushan, and others as the main peripheral strongpoints; when the Japanese attacked, each unit was to use the peripheral strongpoints as much as possible to consume the Japanese, and if the Japanese broke through at a point, each unit was to counterattack while the Japanese had not yet found their footing, with the adjacent strongpoints and the artillery units supporting with fire in good time. The second was the period of defense of the city wall: if the Japanese broke through the positions in the city suburbs, the wall garrison was to hold and resist firmly, awaiting the outer armies’ forming a ball-center encirclement of the Japanese and closing on them, and to cooperate with the counterattack from outside. The third was the period of defense of the streets and lanes: if the Japanese broke into the city, each unit was to resist in turn on the basis of house strongpoints and street blockhouses, and cooperate with the counterattack when the outer units encircled them. The 57th Division’s defense line ran from Hefushan in the west to Tujia Lake on the west shore of Dongting Lake, nearly 30 kilometers from the city in the east; the east–west defense line was too long, and together with the depth defense from northwest to southeast it also reached several tens of kilometers; yet the division, with 8,000 men, resolutely blocked the advance of the Japanese army, four times its own number, and fought a bloody battle as an isolated division for 16 days and nights, winning precious time for the outer units to counter-encircle the Japanese.

(III) Seizing the Opportunity for Counterattack and Finally Recovering the Lost Ground

Although the Japanese had taken Changde, their living strength had been greatly consumed and they no longer had the strength to organize attacks on a larger scale, and occupying the various key points became a burden to them. In this situation the Nationalist army promptly organized its forces to counterattack, first recovering Changde and forcing the Japanese to withdraw along the whole line. Then the Nationalist army pursued and struck, successively recovering Shimen, Niubitan, Nuanshuijie, Li County, Jinshi, and other places, and restored the battle line to its posture before the battle. The greatest significance of this move lay not in counterattacking and destroying the enemy but in restoring the strategic situation by active offensive action, compressing the Japanese army’s room for activity, so that the Japanese army’s southward offensive posture was checked to a certain extent and its intention of advancing south was wrecked.

(Geng Zhiguang)





17. The Defense of Siping by the Northeast Democratic Allied Army


(1946.4.5–5.18)




Case Summary

In the War of Liberation, the Northeast Democratic Allied Army, in order to hold Siping Street (present-day Siping City) in Jilin Province, stubbornly resisted the Nationalist army’s attack in that area, in difficult fighting lasting more than a month; under unfavorable battlefield conditions and with fairly heavy casualties, in order to shake off a passive position and preserve its strength, it took the initiative to withdraw from the fighting. This was the longest-lasting and largest-scale campaign fought during the strategic transition stage of the War of Liberation. The Northeast Democratic Allied Army, at a cost of more than 8,000 killed and wounded, annihilated more than 10,000 Nationalist troops, delayed the Nationalist army’s large-scale attack on the liberated areas of northern Manchuria,¹ coordinated with the Nationalist–Communist ceasefire negotiations, and won time for establishing and consolidating the Northeast base area.


¹ At that time the Northeast region was called Manchuria, and its eastern, western, southern, and northern parts were called, in turn, East Manchuria, West Manchuria, South Manchuria, and North Manchuria.





I. Pre-War Situation

After victory in the War of Resistance Against Japan, in order to resist the Nationalist army’s large-scale invasion of the Northeast region, the CCP Central Committee required the Northeast Democratic Allied Army to hold the Siping area firmly, to stop the Nationalist army from driving straight in, and to coordinate with the ceasefire negotiations.

(I) The Nationalist Army Invades the Northeast on a Large Scale

After victory in the War of Resistance the Nationalists were anxious to seize the Northeast and sent large numbers of reinforcements there. In early April 1946 the Nationalist army, disregarding the agreement between the Nationalists and Communists on a ceasefire in the Northeast, attempted to seize from the Northeast Democratic Allied Army such strategically important places as Benxi, Anshan, and Siping, then to go on to occupy Changchun and Harbin, so as to achieve the goal of occupying the whole Northeast.

Siping lies in the heartland of the Northeast Plain, between Shenyang and Changchun, at the junction of three railways, the Zhongchang, the Pingqi, and the Simei; it stands at the crossroads of East, West, South, and North Manchuria. At that time it was a medium-sized city with a population of more than a hundred thousand and also a famous grain collection and distribution center. The urban area of Siping covers about 20 square kilometers, and a railway runs through the whole city, dividing the urban area into the east-of-the-tracks and west-of-the-tracks parts. From ancient times to the present this place has been a strategic point that strategists must contest, of important strategic significance for controlling the Northeast.

In the first ten days of November 1945, the United States, with 31 transport ships, carried 2 Nationalist armies from Kowloon and the Vietnamese coastal defense to land at Qinhuangdao, and successively seized key points on the Beining railway such as Shanhaiguan, Suizhong, and Jinzhou, which had been liberated from the Japanese and puppet forces by the Eighth Route Army. After the Nationalists and Communists achieved a ceasefire inside the Pass in January 1946, the Nationalists on the one hand negotiated the Northeast ceasefire question in Chongqing, and on the other, taking advantage of the fact that no agreement had yet been reached and the Soviet army had not yet withdrawn, built up forces in the Northeast with all their strength and seized strategic points.

(II) The Nationalist Army’s Force Deployment and Intentions

On March 13, 1946, after occupying Shenyang, the Nationalist army concentrated forces and attacked South Manchuria and North Manchuria in separate routes. The Nationalist forces attacking South Manchuria were the New 6th Army (army commander Liao Yaoxiang) with its 22nd Division (division commander Li Tao) and 14th Division (division commander Long Tianwu), the 71st Army (army commander Chen Mingren) with its 88th Division (division commander Hu Jiaji), the 94th Army (army commander Mou Tingfang) with its 5th Division (division commander Li Zefen), the 52nd Army (army commander Zhao Gongwu) with its 2nd and 25th Divisions, and other units, which successively occupied Liaoyang, Fushun, Anshan, Yingkou, and other places and continued to develop the attack toward Benxi and Andong (present-day Dandong). The Nationalist forces attacking North Manchuria were the New 1st Army (army commander Zheng Dongguo) and the 71st Army (less the 88th Division), 5 divisions in all, split into 2 routes: one route, the New 1st Army, went north from Tieling and Kaiyuan and occupied Changtu on April 3; the other route, 2 divisions of the 71st Army, set out from Xinmin and Zhangwu and occupied Faku on April 4, and cooperated with the New 1st Army in developing the attack toward Siping, attempting after seizing Siping to go on to occupy Changchun and Harbin.

(III) The Force Deployment of the Northeast Democratic Allied Army

Siping was liberated on March 18, as the Soviet army withdrew north. The CCP Central Committee judged, from the fact that the Soviet army would complete its withdrawal by the end of April, that the Nationalist army would certainly use this moment to push toward North Manchuria and occupy Changchun, Harbin, and other cities. In order to consolidate the North Manchurian base area, create a favorable situation, and coordinate with the ceasefire negotiations, the Northeast Democratic Allied Army decided to concentrate its forces to hold Siping resolutely and give the northward-advancing Nationalist army a powerful blow. Apart from using the 1st Regiment of the Security 1st Brigade and the 56th Regiment of the 7th Column to undertake the defense of the city of Siping, it deployed its main force between Siping and Changtu, and used a part of its force along the line the Nationalist army would necessarily take to construct blocking positions, carrying out mobile defense and resisting step by step, creating opportunities for battle, in the hope of annihilating large numbers of the northward-advancing Nationalist army’s living strength in motion and shattering its intention of occupying Siping, Changchun, and Harbin and controlling the Chinese Eastern Railway.



II. Course of Operations

The Siping defensive battle can be divided into 3 stages: April 5 to April 26 was the first stage, in which the Nationalist army’s morale was high and it attacked continuously and fiercely, while the Northeast Democratic Allied Army resisted calmly and stubbornly; April 27 to May 14 was the second stage, in which the two sides formed a stalemate; May 15 to May 18 was the third stage, in which the Nationalist army reinforced and attacked fiercely and the Northeast Democratic Allied Army carried out a strategic withdrawal.

(I) Resisting the Nationalist Army’s Fierce Offensive

On April 5, 1946, the main forces of the Nationalist New 1st Army and 71st Army, in 2 routes from Kaiyuan, Faku, and elsewhere, attacked Siping in the north. The Northeast Democratic Allied Army concentrated its forces and struck flexibly, annihilating more than 5,000 Nationalist troops. On the morning of April 18, a regiment of the Nationalist New 1st Army’s New 30th Division, under fierce artillery cover, launched a fierce attack on the Northeast Democratic Allied Army’s positions from the southern suburb of Siping. The city garrison rose to return fire, and the Siping defensive battle was formally begun. On the main positions of the Northeast Democratic Allied Army an average of 35 shells fell every minute and the positions were pitted with shell marks; the garrison, using hollow blockhouse works made of steel plates and the crossfire between the various blockhouses, held firmly. After 3 hours of artillery preparation, the New 30th Division launched 3 successive charges at the garrison, all beaten back. In order to find a weak point to break through the frontal defense of Siping, the New 30th Division attacked again on the 19th in separate routes from due south, southwest, and southeast. Its attack west of the railway was beaten back by the 1st Regiment of the Security Brigade; in its attack east of the railway it took one of the 56th Regiment’s positions at Yahupao. From the 20th the New 30th Division, centered on the junction of the Security 1st Regiment and the 56th Regiment on the south side of Siping, attacked the positions along the railway and on both sides of it, attempting to break into the urban area along the railway. At the same time the New 38th Division attacked Sandaolinzi and Beishan northwest of Siping, attempting to seize the commanding heights of Beishan and break into the city from the north, forming a pincer from north and south.

Sandaolinzi lies northwest of Siping, west of Yangmulinzi station, 1 kilometer from Siping; it is a long arm-shaped height running east–west, an important commanding point for both attack and defense. The defending unit was the 2nd Battalion of the 1st Security Regiment of the Northeast Democratic Allied Army. On April 19 the New 38th Division sent a small unit to the vicinity of Chengjiawopeng airfield northwest of Siping to build works, and its main force on the 20th advanced into the Xiaoguyushu, Jiangzuizi, and Tiaozihe area. It then made a reconnaissance attack on Sandaolinzi with a battalion and was resisted by the 2nd Battalion; at 10:00 on the 21st the New 38th Division again attacked with a battalion under strong artillery cover, and only after several counterattacks by the 2nd Battalion was its advance stopped.

The New 38th Division’s attacks on Sandaolinzi and Beishan posed a serious threat to the city garrison. To ensure the security of Siping’s flank and rear, Lin Biao, commander-in-chief of the Northeast Democratic Allied Army, moved the 3rd Division’s 7th Brigade to the area of Yangmulinzi, Mozahuopu, and Badaquanyan to extend the defense line along Beishan to the right rear, to prevent the New 38th Division from breaking through at the key points northwest of Siping and creating a posture of encirclement of Siping.

On April 22 the New 38th Division attacked the Beishan positions fiercely with 2 battalions and, after 4 successive charges, took some of the positions. The 2nd Battalion organized a counter-charge and retook them. In response to the Nationalist army’s deployment, the main force of the Northeast Democratic Allied Army outside Siping deployed east and north of Siping. Apart from the 7th Brigade, which had already entered its positions, the 8th and 10th Brigades were north of Lamadian, the 2nd Division was in the Dafangshen and Hujiawopeng area, the 1st Division was in the Haiqingwopeng and Ping’anbao area, and the main force of the Wan Yi Column shifted to the area of Xiasantai and Xiaohongshanzui southeast of Siping, so that the Nationalist army that intended to circle around to Siping’s flank and rear failed to succeed.

At the same time the Northeast Democratic Allied Army’s 7th Division on the 22nd and 23rd successively attacked the New 38th Division’s Taipinggou positions. On the 23rd its 21st Brigade also advanced to the Shilibao station northeast of Siping; its 61st Regiment moved into the Xiaoqiaozi area, and the East Manchuria 67th Regiment attached to the division moved into the area on both sides of the railway at Xiaochengzi north of Siping.

On April 24 the New 38th Division again attacked with a battalion the positions of the 21st Regiment of the 7th Brigade at Sandaolinzi and Beishan. After a fierce hour of fighting the defenders made 3 counter-charges in succession and wounded the deputy division commander of the New 38th Division, blunting its attack.

On the 25th the New 38th Division again launched a fierce attack on Sandaolinzi and Beishan. The defending 7th and 20th Brigades beat back, in succession, 5 charges by the New 38th Division under tank cover, killing or wounding more than 300 of its men. That night, taking advantage of the New 38th Division’s exhaustion, the 7th and 20th Brigades took the initiative in a joint sortie. The 19th Regiment of the 7th Brigade took Xiaoguyushu, captured 3 blockhouses in succession, and recovered a village. The 20th Regiment also occupied Renjiatun and annihilated part of the enemy. The 58th and 59th Regiments of the 20th Brigade also drove the Nationalist army away from the vicinity of Sandaolinzi.

After suffering the night raid the New 38th Division did not dare to attack on the 26th. That night, part of the Northeast Democratic Allied Army’s 7th Division, in cooperation with the 19th Regiment, raided the New 38th Division units stationed at Renjiatun and Niuchengzi and annihilated part of them. After successive blows to the New 38th Division the battle situation became a stalemate. While fierce fighting was going on north of Siping, the New 1st Army launched a fierce attack southeast of Siping.

On the 26th about 700 men of 2 battalions of the 150th Regiment of the New 50th Division, covered by artillery fire, attacked in two routes the heights southeast of the Northeast Democratic Allied Army’s 56th Regiment and were struck head-on by the 56th Regiment, with more than 400 killed or wounded. This stage of operations struck down the Nationalist army’s arrogance and smashed its intention of looking for a weak point on the southeast side to take the urban area.

(II) A Stalemate with the Nationalist Army Forms

On April 27 the Siping defensive battle entered its second stage. At this time the two armies on the Siping front had formed a stalemate, and both sides were making preparations for new battles.

The Northeast Democratic Allied Army’s operational forces in the Siping area, apart from the original Security 1st Brigade, the Wan Yi Column, the 1st Division, the 2nd Division, the 7th, 8th, and 9th Brigades of the 3rd Division, and the 20th and 21st Brigades of the 7th Division, were joined in succession by the 359th Brigade and the 7th Division’s Artillery Brigade, bringing the total strength in the Siping area to 14 divisions (brigades). The 7th and 8th Brigades of the South Manchurian 3rd Column were carried north by rail along the Simei road to reinforce, preparing to open a second battlefield behind the Nationalist army between Changtu and Kaiyuan from the east side of Siping. The Security 3rd Brigade harassed the Nationalist army’s flank and rear between Shenyang and Tieling, to pin down its forces and cover the Siping operation.

Luo Ronghuan, political commissar of the Northeast Democratic Allied Army, asked the Soviet side for assistance; the Soviet army at once allotted 8 trainloads of weapons, ammunition, and medicines, which were shipped by sea to Korea and then carried by rail to Meihekou. Because the goods were not moved away in time at Meihekou, on April 28 they were bombed by Nationalist aircraft and 260 railcars were destroyed, causing enormous losses.

As the situation at Siping grew steadily more strained, on May 1 Mao Zedong, chairman of the CCP Central Committee, telegraphed the front line that all military and political command was to be subordinate to Lin Biao. This major adjustment further strengthened Lin Biao’s command authority, especially the authority over Party and political work at the front, to ensure the needs of the Siping operation. At the beginning of the second stage, because the Nationalist reinforcements had not arrived and its attacking strength was weak, there were few large-scale battles, but frequent small contacts continued without interruption. The Nationalist army often raided the city garrison’s positions at night, seeking an opportunity to break through. On April 30, part of the New 30th Division, taking advantage of a rainy night, raided the positions at Bolinzi and the positions of the 21st Regiment of the 7th Brigade east of the railway and broke through the barbed-wire entanglements of the forward positions, but was driven back by the urgent fire of the Security 1st Regiment and the 21st Regiment.

At 24:00 on May 6 the New 1st Army attacked the city garrison in 3 routes: one route attacked the positions of the 56th Regiment, and the other 2 routes attacked, on both sides of the railway, the positions of the 21st Regiment and the Security 1st Regiment; after an hour and a half of fierce fighting it was beaten back. Since night-raid tactics still could not succeed, the New 1st Army went on to approach works: using trench works to approach the garrison’s positions section by section, or using terrain and features to close in gradually, confronting the garrison at close range, at the closest only fifty or sixty meters apart, which posed a great threat to the Siping defenders. To keep the Nationalists from using the trenches to infiltrate their positions, the Democratic Allied Army’s Security 1st Regiment and 56th Regiment, besides building positions through the night in the gaps along the directions the Nationalists were digging and filling the gaps, also organized curved-trajectory weapons to strike its working parties. The 21st Regiment chose favorable terrain and controlled new communication trenches in order to surround the communication trenches the other side was building.

On May 6 the 2nd Regiment of the Artillery Brigade of the Northeast Democratic Allied Army’s 7th Division went into action, strengthening the defensive power. At dusk the 2nd Regiment bombarded the Nationalist positions with artillery fire and destroyed 2 of their deep blockhouses. The New 1st Army’s artillery also at once opened an artillery duel, but never found the 7th Division’s artillery positions.

By May 12 the Nationalist New 6th Army had advanced north of Tieling, and the 88th Division of the 71st Army had advanced to the Kaiyuan area. By mid-May the Nationalist army in the Siping area had reached 10 whole divisions, equipped with aircraft, tanks, and heavy artillery. At 17:30 on May 12 the 7 guns east of the railway and 2 guns west of the railway of the city garrison jointly bombarded the Nationalist army on the southeastern front line, firing more than 400 rounds in succession and dealing it a heavy blow.

On May 12 Mao Zedong telegraphed Lin Biao: “I hope you will place the most principal strength in the Kaiyuan and Changtu area, cut off the rear of the enemy at Siping, and annihilate the enemy advancing north from Shenyang.” He also required the South Manchurian units to act actively and pin down the Nationalist army in the Benxi area, so that it could not be shifted or could not be shifted in large numbers. At this time, apart from the 3rd Column operating east of Changtu, the Northeast Democratic Allied Army had only the 359th Brigade at Gongzhuling and the 10th Brigade of the 3rd Division, resting west of Siping, available for maneuver. On May 14 the CCP Central Committee demanded that all efforts be made to crush the New 6th Army and hold Siping firmly. In accordance with the Central Committee’s instructions, on May 15 Lin Biao ordered the South Manchurian units, taking advantage of the New 6th Army’s northward advance, to seize the weakly defended cities in order to pin down the advancing enemy.

(III) Withdrawing from Siping

On May 15 the decisive battle of Siping entered its third stage, also its final and most tragic stage. The Nationalist units, divided into 3 army groups, simultaneously began a frenzied attack on Siping.

The left army group was the 87th and 91st Divisions of the 71st Army, which attacked toward Bamiancheng west of Siping and Lishu north of Siping; the center army group was the 3 divisions of the New 1st Army, which continued attacking the near suburbs of Siping; the right army group was the New 6th Army’s 14th and 22nd Divisions and the 71st Army’s 88th Division, advancing along the 2 highways from Kaiyuan to Xifeng and from Kaiyuan to Yehe; the 195th Division was the reserve.

When the New 6th Army advanced north through Lianhuajie, the Democratic Allied Army’s 3rd Column organized a powerful counterattack. But the New 6th Army gave full play to its mechanized superiority, using only a small part of its force to grapple with the 3rd Column in position fighting while the main body advanced north in 600 trucks. In this way it broke through the 3rd Column’s defense line, entered the east side of Siping, and successively occupied Xifeng, Pinggang, and Hafu station, then drove straight for Tazishan and Sandaolinzi, the key defensive points on the periphery of Siping.

The center army group attacked in two wings. On its right wing the 50th Division, on the 15th, with 10 times the strength of the Democratic Allied Army garrison, occupied Height 258 east of Siping. On the 16th its charges, 7 times, were beaten back, with more than 600 casualties, and the garrison also suffered more than 200 casualties. On the 17th the 50th Division brought up additional tanks and threatened Tazishan, the commanding point on the periphery of the Siping garrison.

On the left wing of the center army group, the New 38th Division, after bombarding the Sandaolinzi and Beishan positions for 2 days in succession, again on the morning of the 17th, under cover of 7 aircraft and 20 large guns, attacked that position fiercely with a battalion. On a small hill not more than 20 meters high and less than 100 meters wide it bore bombardment averaging 100 shells a minute. The Democratic Allied Army’s city garrison braved the heavy fire and, once the attacking enemy came close to the positions, engaged them at once in hand-to-hand combat with cold steel, and the Nationalist attack was blunted.

The 71st Army, the left army group attacking Siping, on May 15 attacked in turn the positions of the Democratic Allied Army’s 2nd Division at Guanzidong and Haiqingwopeng northwest of Siping, firing more than 3,000 shells and charging more than 10 times, all beaten back by a small number of troops of the 2nd Division, with more than 300 casualties and the 91st Division commander Zhao Lin wounded. At this point the Tazishan position was encircled by the Nationalist army on the west, south, and east.

Tazishan lies 10 li southeast of Siping, at the head of the eastern mountain cluster, the easternmost end of the city defense line, from which all the garrison’s positions in the northeast direction of Siping could be overlooked. The gain or loss of Tazishan bore on the safety of Siping as a whole. To strengthen the eastern defense line, Lin Biao moved the 3rd Division’s 10th Brigade east to reinforce.

On May 18 the New 6th Army first bombarded Tazishan with fierce artillery fire, then strafed repeatedly with aircraft, and then attacked from the east with 2 battalions in coordination with tanks. The 19th Regiment of the 3rd Division’s 7th Brigade, defending the Tazishan position, responded calmly and beat back its first charge. The New 6th Army then struck at it in succession with still fiercer artillery fire, from the front-line positions to the top of the hill. On a hilltop barely 78 meters across, several hundred shells fell in less than 5 minutes, and some positions were leveled. The 19th Regiment, using large rocks as cover, continued to hold and beat back the other side’s second charge. In the morning the New 6th Army concentrated all its strength in a still larger-scale attack on Tazishan; the garrison fought desperately, but because of the New 6th Army’s strong strength and firepower, and because the troops transferred east to reinforce could not arrive in time, the Tazishan position was lost.

With the issuing of the withdrawal order, the Northeast Democratic Allied Army in the Siping area acted at once. Before 24:00 on the 18th the units in the urban area and on the periphery had all completed their withdrawal. The Siping defensive battle, lasting a little over a month, ended with the Northeast Democratic Allied Army’s voluntary withdrawal.



III. Case Analysis

The Siping defensive battle was a campaign fought against the background of the Nationalist–Communist ceasefire negotiations and was a large-scale urban defensive operation in the transition stage of the Northeast War of Liberation; in the length of the campaign, the amount of forces committed on both sides, the fierceness of the fighting, and its influence, it was unprecedented in the Northeast theater at the time, and had important strategic and historical significance.

(I) Carrying Out a Large-Scale Defensive Operation in Specific Circumstances, Proceeding from the Strategic Whole, Had Great Significance and Influence

The Siping defensive battle was a targeted military struggle organized from the strategic whole, under the special premise that the Chinese Communist Party was striving for a ceasefire in the Northeast and stopping the Nationalists from expanding the civil war in the Northeast. It struck the Nationalists’ ambition of monopolizing the Northeast by military force, showed the Chinese Communist Party’s firm will to persist in the struggle for peace and democracy in the Northeast, and coordinated with the peace negotiations between the Nationalist and Communist parties on the Northeast question. On June 6 the representatives of the Nationalists and Communists reached a Northeast ceasefire agreement, which won the Northeast 4 months of peace, of great political and strategic significance. This operation, proceeding from the situation of the whole country, effectively coordinated with the struggle at the negotiating table. This war of unprecedented scale destroyed large numbers of the Nationalist army’s living strength, struck its arrogance, slowed the speed of the Nationalist army’s northward attack, and won time for the Northeast Democratic Allied Army to establish and consolidate its rear base area. The Nationalist plan to occupy Siping on April 2 was forced by the resistance of the Northeast Democratic Allied Army to be postponed 48 days. In the meantime the Northeast Democratic Allied Army liberated Changchun, Qiqihar, Harbin, and other cities; local governments in the rear actively mobilized the masses to carry out the struggle against traitors and settle accounts, to strike the remnants of the enemy and puppet forces, to wipe out bandits and to establish local armed forces, which laid a solid foundation for establishing a consolidated Northeast base area. After the Siping defensive battle, illusions of peace were thoroughly dispelled, which had a positive influence on unifying thinking, among the whole Party and army in the Northeast, on the questions of peace and war and of base area construction.

(II) Timely Withdrawal from the Battlefield Avoided a Greater Price in Casualties

After 8 years of war of resistance, the Northeast Democratic Allied Army units that came from the various liberated areas still had little experience in organizing large army groups to fight, and the conditions for fighting large-scale mobile warfare and urban warfare were not yet in place. Although this campaign powerfully resisted the Nationalist army’s attack and struck down its arrogance of driving straight in, killing, wounding, and capturing more than 10,000 of it, it also paid a price of more than 8,000 of its own losses. Therefore, when the situation of the enemy being strong and ourselves weak was difficult to change in a short time and further fighting would be unfavorable and might even risk the annihilation of the whole force, the resolute withdrawal from Siping, shaking off passivity, maintaining fighting strength, and avoiding a decisive battle under unfavorable conditions, was an entirely correct decision. As the CCP Central Committee pointed out in its telegram to the various major strategic areas: “The Siping defensive battle was caused by temporary special conditions and cannot become our general operational guideline.” The general operational guideline is to take the annihilation of the enemy’s living strength as the main thing, rather than holding or seizing places, concentrating superior forces and annihilating the enemy one by one in motion. In the later period of the Siping defensive battle, organizing forces in good time to withdraw from the battlefield and avoiding greater casualties was of the same great significance as stubbornly resisting the Nationalist army’s attack. It was precisely through this campaign and some later cases of city warfare and mobile warfare that the Party Central Committee and the senior commanders on the various battlefields gradually gained a clear understanding of the laws of the War of Liberation and of the operational guideline and military principle of attacking small and medium cities first and big cities later.

(III) Inflexible Use of Tactics Left the Defense in a Passive Position

The Democratic Allied Army committed large numbers of troops and, with a shallow defensive depth, without great superiority in strength or firepower, held the defense on a fairly long front for more than a month; but because it adopted the method of fighting hard and holding on to one city and one place, and the holding went on too long without withdrawing the troops earlier, the troops suffered unnecessary losses. At the same time, it is necessary to deploy forces with emphasis on the key points and to hold powerful mobile forces; this is an important measure for winning the initiative and avoiding passivity in defensive operations, and also an important expression of the active-defense idea in the defensive disposition. In the later period of the Siping defensive battle, when large Nationalist reinforcements arrived and pressed close to the suburbs, the Democratic Allied Army adopted a line-type defense, with a wide front (the widest front of one regiment’s defense was over 7 kilometers, and the whole defensive front reached more than 50 kilometers) and shallow depth, with neither a focal point nor a strong controlled mobile force, with the result that it was beaten passively, unable to organize an effective counterattack, and finally had to be forced out of the city; this was a very profound lesson. But when the Nationalist New 1st Army and 71st Army attacked Siping in separate routes, the Democratic Allied Army defended Siping with a force of only 2 regiments, while hiding its main force in the area outside Siping near the battlefield it had selected beforehand, and used a part of its force to resist step by step on the front, delaying, consuming, and wearying the enemy, luring the enemy in deep and forcing the enemy into the trap, thereby winning at Dawa and Jinshanbao a major victory annihilating nearly a division of the enemy, so that the 71st Army, which had just entered the Northeast, suffered heavy blows, greatly weakening the strength of the enemy attacking Siping. It can be seen that if the defensive thinking is not active, the Northeast Democratic Allied Army’s tactics are on the whole rather rigid, whereas when the advantage of flexibility in tactics is brought into play, effective destruction of the enemy can be achieved.

(Geng Zhiguang)





18. The Datong–Jining Campaign of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei and Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region Forces of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1946.7.31–9.16)




Case Summary

The Datong–Jining Campaign was an offensive campaign of city assault and relief-force interdiction fought against Nationalist forces, during the War of Liberation, by the forces of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region and the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, in the area of Datong in northern Shanxi Province and Jining in eastern Suiyuan Province (now part of the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region). The Nationalist forces defending Datong and its outer perimeter were the Provisionally Reorganized 38th Division of the 43rd Army of the Second War Zone, the 5th and 6th Cavalry Divisions of the Northeast Advance Army, and other units, with a total strength of about 19,000, under the unified command of Chu Xichun, Deputy Commander of the 43rd Army. The campaign comprised two operational stages, the Datong battle and the Jining battle: first preparation for the assault on the city (Datong) together with interdiction of relief forces, and later an encirclement of the city together with a counter-relief battle. Because the troops did not yet possess the capability and experience for assaulting a fortified city, the siege of Datong was lifted and Jining was abandoned; nevertheless the campaign achieved the annihilation of more than 12,000 Nationalist troops.



I. Pre-War Situation

Before the war Datong had become an isolated city, but it possessed a solid system of urban defenses and installations. In order to link the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei and Shanxi-Suiyuan liberated areas into one continuous whole, the forces of the two military regions, in accordance with the instructions of the Central Military Commission, resolved to jointly form a Datong Front Command to exercise unified command over all units in taking Datong and, as the situation allowed, in striking the Nationalist relief forces.

(I) The Situation of the Datong Garrison

After the Nationalists and Communists signed the ceasefire agreement on January 10, 1946, the Nationalist forces nevertheless stepped up their attacks on the liberated areas. In North China, the Nationalist forces formed a pincer from east and west against Zhangjiakou, the capital of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei liberated area. Datong, the junction of the Beijing–Suiyuan and Datong–Puzhou railways, was an important military stronghold in northern Shanxi and had always been a place that strategists contested. The Nationalists regarded it as an important base for “consolidating North China, shielding Suiyuan, answering Rehe and Chahar, and supporting Taiyuan”; moreover, after the Northern Shanxi Campaign¹, Datong had become Yan Xishan’s last stronghold in northern Shanxi and the only obstacle linking the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei and Shanxi-Suiyuan liberated areas. After many years of development, its fortifications were complex and strong, forming a fairly complete defensive system. The terrain was precipitous, easy to defend and hard to attack: mountains embraced the city on the northeast and northwest, the Yu River formed a barrier on the east, and to the south the ground was relatively flat, convenient for committing troops to an assault on the city.


¹ Northern Shanxi Campaign: an offensive campaign carried out at the beginning of the War of Liberation by forces of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, in the Shuo County, Fanzhi and Dai County areas of northern Shanxi, against Nationalist forces that had attacked the liberated areas.



The Nationalist forces defending Datong and its outer perimeter were the Provisionally Reorganized 38th Division of the 43rd Army under Yan Xishan, Commander of the Second War Zone, the 5th and 6th Cavalry Divisions of the Northeast Advance Army, and local security units, together with the 3rd Traffic Police Company airlifted in from Baotou after the campaign began, a total strength of about 19,000, under the unified command of Chu Xichun, Deputy Commander of the 43rd Army. Their defensive dispositions were as follows: the Provisionally Reorganized 38th Division headquarters with its 1st Regiment, the Security General Brigade and others garrisoned the city; the 2nd Regiment was stationed at Kouquan and the 3rd Regiment at Huairen; the Security 2nd Regiment was stationed at Xiguan and the railway station; the 5th and 6th Cavalry Divisions of the Northeast Advance Army were stationed at Baimacheng, Wohuwan, Beiguan and the railway station; and the self-defense corps of Guangling, Hunyuan, Yanggao and other counties were distributed among strongpoints to the east and south of the city. In early July 1946, after the People’s Liberation Army launched the Northern Shanxi Campaign, the Datong garrison energetically strengthened its fortifications and airlifted large quantities of grain and ammunition into the city, preparing for long-term defense. In mid-July Li Zongren, Director of the Nationalist Beiping Headquarters, and Yan Xishan flew to Datong to make further arrangements for a stubborn defense.

(II) The Preparations of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei and Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Regions for the Capture of Datong

In order to change the unfavorable situation of Zhangjiakou being threatened from two sides and to consolidate the liberated areas, the chiefs of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei and Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Regions had considered beginning the capture of Datong after victory in the Northern Shanxi Campaign, so as to join the two great liberated areas into one. At that time the task the Center assigned to the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region was “to defend the locality and to seize four cities on three railways (the Beijing–Suiyuan, Datong–Puzhou and Beijing–Hankow railways) (Datong, Taiyuan, Shijiazhuang and Baoding), first of all striking the Beijing–Hankow railway, Shijiazhuang and Baoding,” and it required that the region first “organize the Beijing–Hankow campaign with all its strength, complete preparations within half a month, and await orders to attack.” On July 5, 1946, Nie Rongzhen, Commander and Political Commissar of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region, telegraphed the Central Military Commission, proposing: “Without coordination from Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei, Shandong and Henan, it will be difficult to carry out the Center’s instructions; we suggest that we first take half a month, together with the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region, to take Datong.” On July 25 the Central Military Commission replied to Nie Rongzhen: “We agree to the plan to attack Datong. We hope you will direct Zhang Zongxun, Luo Ruiqing and Yang Chengwu to plan carefully and prepare fully, to resolutely seize it, and at the same time to prepare to annihilate the forces that Fu Zuoyi sends against us.” On July 26 it telegraphed again: “Please order all units to begin immediately to study the assault on cities.” “In the operations to clear the outer perimeter of Datong, study the assault on fortified positions; before directly attacking Datong there must be several days near Datong to study and rehearse the assault, and only then assault the city.” On August 1 the Military Commission again telegraphed to inquire about conditions relating to the capture of Datong and the various problems that might be encountered.

In accordance with these instructions of the Central Military Commission, the forces of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei and Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Regions conducted the Northern Shanxi Campaign on the one hand and stepped up preparations for the capture of Datong on the other. On August 2, on the eve of the end of the Northern Shanxi Campaign, Nie Rongzhen, Commander and Political Commissar of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region, presided at Yanggao over an operational conference. The conference analyzed the enemy situation at Datong and concluded that although the Datong garrison was large, its fortifications strong and its terrain favorable to the defense, Datong had become an isolated city with difficult supply; moreover the garrison’s organization was mixed and its internal relations complicated, made up mostly of local security units; its fighting power was not strong, and especially under the shock of the Northern Shanxi Campaign its confidence in the defense was insufficient. Therefore, provided the operation was carefully organized and fully prepared, taking Datong was possible, and it was estimated that clearing the outer perimeter of Datong and completing preparations for the assault would take 10 days, and taking Datong 20 days. At the same time the conference analyzed the relief that might come from Fu Zuoyi’s headquarters in Suiyuan, estimating that if the assault on the city went smoothly Fu’s headquarters would be unlikely to come to its relief, but that if the assault dragged on Fu’s forces might come to the rescue, with a strength of at most 4 infantry divisions. On the basis of this overall judgment of Datong and of the relief by Fu’s forces, it was decided to adopt the policy of assaulting the city while interdicting relief, with unified deployment and unified command.

(III) The Dispositions of the PLA Units on the Datong Front

The forces of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei and Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Regions jointly formed the Datong Front Command, with Zhang Zongxun, Deputy Commander of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region, as Commander; Luo Ruiqing, Deputy Political Commissar of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region, as Political Commissar; and Yang Chengwu, Commander of the 3rd Column of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region, as Deputy Commander. It exercised unified command over the main forces of the two military regions and part of their local forces, a total of 9 brigades and 30 regiments, charged with the mission of seizing Datong. The specific dispositions were as follows: the 7th and 8th Brigades of the 3rd Column of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region, the 10th Brigade of the 4th Column, 2 regiments of the Training Brigade, the Artillery Regiment, 2 independent regiments of the 1st Military Sub-district of the Hebei-Shanxi Military Region, the 358th Brigade of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region, and 1 regiment of the 5th Military Sub-district of the Yanmen Military Region formed the assault group, charged with taking Datong; the Independent 1st and 3rd Brigades and the Cavalry Brigade of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region, 2 regiments of the Sui-Meng Military Region, and the 4th Brigade of the 2nd Column of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region formed the relief-interdiction group, located in the Jining area and to its west and in the Xintang and Liangcheng areas, charged with blocking the reinforcement by Fu Zuoyi’s forces; and the Training Brigade, after completing its tasks in the outer-perimeter operations at Datong, was to join the relief-interdiction group and proceed directly to the Xintang area.



II. Course of Operations

The Datong–Jining Campaign consisted mainly of three stages. The first stage was the outer-perimeter operations, chiefly sweeping away the key points around Datong in order to make full preparation for the assault on the fortified city. The second stage was the assault on Datong, using tunnel demolition combined with artillery fire and attacking the city of Datong simultaneously from four sides. In the third stage, because Fu Zuoyi’s forces attacked toward Jining, the attacking units at Datong decided first to defeat the relief force and afterward to assault the city, and thus launched an attack on the enemy at Jining. The battle of Jining did not go smoothly and Jining was abandoned; Datong, too, lacked the conditions for a renewed attack, so the siege of Datong was lifted and the campaign ended.

(I) Outer-Perimeter Operations

The outer-perimeter operations at Datong began as early as July 31, 1946. The 8th Brigade, in coordination with units of the 1st and 5th Military Sub-districts, occupied Bazhuang and Xiunüchun in the Linli area, cutting the railway between Datong and Huairen. On August 1 it took Maojiazao and annihilated part of the garrison. On the morning of the 2nd, over a thousand men of the Datong garrison with 8 tanks sallied southward, attempting to link up with the Huairen garrison; when they reached Baijiayaozi they met stubborn resistance from the 8th Brigade, fought a whole day of fierce battle, lost part of their force, and left one tank captured, the rest falling back to Datong. That night the Huairen garrison, over 1,500 men of the 3rd Regiment of the Provisionally Reorganized 38th Division, retreated northward by separate routes; along the way they were intercepted and pursued by the 8th Brigade and other units and lost over a thousand men, the remnants withdrawing to Datong. On the 4th, units of the 1st Military Sub-district occupied Kouquan and its garrison likewise withdrew to Datong. The 8th Brigade went on to capture Majunying and Wulidian west of the city. On the 5th, the Training Brigade took Hailicun on the east bank of the Yu River; thereafter the brigade proceeded according to plan to the Xintang area to interdict relief. By this point the 8th Brigade, the Training Brigade and units of the 1st and 5th Military Sub-districts had annihilated more than 2,000 Nationalist troops in the outer perimeter of Datong.

(II) The Assault on Datong

Because the PLA’s reserve forces were insufficient, it had not been able to split and encircle the garrisons of the Datong outer perimeter and destroy them one by one, and they were able to contract and concentrate in the city and its near suburbs. On August 7 the Front Command made a new deployment, fixing the south and north passes as the main directions of breakthrough: the main force of the 7th Brigade and one regiment of the 358th Brigade were to attack the north pass; the 8th Brigade and units of the 1st Military Sub-district were to attack the south pass; units of the 5th Military Sub-district were to attack the passes west of the city; one regiment of the 7th Brigade was to relieve the Training Brigade in clearing the enemy east of the Yu River; and the main force of the 10th Brigade was to serve as the assault reserve.

After a week of training and preparation, the units launched attacks on Datong’s suburbs and four passes at dusk on August 14. By the 15th, the 715th Regiment of the 358th Brigade had occupied strongpoints northwest of the city including Meijinhuangfang, Banbenyingfang and Chenzhuang. The main force of the 7th Brigade occupied Baimacheng and Wohuwan northeast of the city and worked to bring about the uprising of the Independent 15th Cavalry Regiment of the Northeast Advance Army. The 8th Brigade took the strongpoints of Zhijiapu, Qilicun, Dadi and Shuiquanwan south of the city, and at one point broke into the airfield. When the units continued to develop in depth, they met stubborn resistance from the garrison and their advance was checked. Since the expectation of taking Datong in one stroke was not easy to realize, the Front Command decided to adopt tactics of gradual compression and steady, sure fighting, vigorously reshaping the terrain and consolidating each point as soon as it was taken. At the same time it ordered the reserve, the 10th Brigade, into the fighting, with the task of attacking strongpoints east of the city.

On the night of the 17th the units continued their attack on Datong with the new tactics. The 7th Brigade and the 715th Regiment of the 358th Brigade fought for each bunker, each point, each house and each courtyard north of the city, and by the 28th had occupied the water tower and the area west of it. On September 1 the 8th Regiment of the 358th Brigade joined the battle, strengthening the attacking force. On the 3rd, the units north of the city occupied East Street and the Beiguan railway station. On the 4th they further took the flour company and the alcohol company. In the west, units of the 5th Military Sub-district had occupied the Jinbei Academy on August 29 and on September 4 took the Xiguan railway station. In the south, the 8th Brigade on August 23 destroyed the garrison at Nandamiao and on the 24th occupied Zhoujiadian. On the 25th the Datong garrison made counterattacks in 3 columns against the positions at Nandamiao and Zhoujiadian, all of which were repulsed. On the 29th the 8th Brigade went on to take Shangshuiquanwan and controlled the airfield. By the 30th it had cleared the strongpoints outside the south pass. In the east, the 10th Brigade and other units occupied Haojiapo on the 26th and Caofulou on the 29th. On September 1 they crossed the Yu River, attacked the east pass and took it. By this point the outer strongpoints of Datong had been completely cleared, and the units, pressing up to the foot of the city, began tunnel work in preparation for the assault on the city.

(III) The Battle against the Relief Force at Jining

In order to induce Fu Zuoyi to reinforce Datong, Chiang Kai-shek, not long after the PLA began to besiege Datong, on August 10 transferred Datong, originally under the Second War Zone, to the jurisdiction of the Twelfth War Zone. Fu Zuoyi’s forces, on the one hand, in the name of a “peaceful settlement,” sent representatives to negotiate with the PLA, and on the other concentrated the 101st Division of the 35th Army, the Newly Organized 31st and 32nd Divisions, the Provisionally Organized 11th and 17th Divisions of the Provisionally Organized 3rd Army, and 4 cavalry columns (divisions), a total of 30,000 men, and attacked toward Jining in three routes, south, north and center, along the axis of the Beijing–Suiyuan railway, attempting to relieve Datong from the south by way of Jining. On September 2 the Provisionally Organized 11th and 17th Divisions advanced to Qixiaying, and the Newly Organized 31st Division to Huoshiba. On the 4th, Fu Zuoyi’s vanguard pushed forward to the Fushengzhuang, Liujiayaozi and Chahar Hada areas. On the basis of these changes in the enemy situation, the Datong Front Command resolved first to destroy Fu Zuoyi’s relief force and then to shift its strength to take Datong. It therefore decided that Zhang Zongxun and Luo Ruiqing, leading the 358th Brigade north, would direct the relief-interdiction battle, while Yang Chengwu would command the 3rd Column, the 10th Brigade of the 4th Column and the units of the 1st and 5th Military Sub-districts in continuing to besiege Datong.

On September 5 Fu Zuoyi’s relief force advanced along its whole front in 3 routes. In the north, 3 cavalry columns attacked from the Taolin area toward Dutucheng and Xiaotucheng northwest of Jining. After being blocked by the Shanxi-Suiyuan Cavalry Brigade, they took Datucheng that same day. In the south, the Newly Organized 4th Cavalry Division at one point took Haoqie southwest of Zhuozishan, and the 2nd Cavalry Column reached Yangpoyaozi northwest of Liangcheng, where it was blocked by the Training Brigade, the Independent 3rd Brigade and other units. In the center, the Provisionally Organized 11th and 17th Divisions, the Newly Organized 31st Division and 1 artillery regiment attacked fiercely the positions of the Independent 1st Brigade at Zhuozishan; after hard fighting the Independent 1st Brigade, having killed or wounded over 1,200 of them, was forced to withdraw from Zhuozishan on the afternoon of the 5th. At this time the chiefs of the Front Command judged that after taking Zhuozishan the Fu forces might advance east into Jining along the Beijing–Suiyuan railway, or attack Fengzhen along the highway by way of Liangcheng, in order to lift the siege of Datong. They therefore decided to transfer additionally the 11th Brigade of the 4th Column and the 1st and 2nd Brigades of the 1st Column to the Jining front. In this way the PLA’s strength in the Jining direction had increased to 25 regiments, concentrated respectively in the Maihutu and Xintang areas near Fengzhen and Daihaitan. The Independent 2nd Brigade was in addition assigned to take part in besieging Datong.

On September 7 the main force of Fu Zuoyi’s relief army, the Newly Organized 31st Division and the Provisionally Organized 11th and 17th Divisions, went around by way of Huoshiba and secretly advanced east, reaching the area northwest of Jining on the 8th and concealing their concentration there. That night the main force of the PLA relief-interdiction units advanced rapidly on Jining, intending, while the Nationalist forces were deploying and advancing on Jining, to strike suddenly at their flank and rear and destroy all or part of them. On the 10th the Newly Organized 31st Division and two other divisions attacked fiercely the positions on the northwest and north of Jining city, and took in succession Wolongshan, Tianmenshan and the positions outside the West Gate. The PLA units defending Jining withdrew to the second line of positions along the city wall. At this point the main force of the relief-interdiction units reached the Jining front, and the Front Command at once made dispositions: the Training Brigade and the 4th Brigade were to advance to the Tuchengzi area west of Jining, cut off the Nationalist retreat, and attack from west to east; the main force of the 358th Brigade and the Independent 1st Brigade were to advance to the southwest of Jining and attack in the direction of Zhaijiagou and Huangjialiang; the 11th Brigade was to take Wolongshan from south to north from south of the city; the 1st Brigade was to enter the battle on the right flank of the 11th Brigade; the 2nd Brigade was to advance to Suji to serve as the campaign reserve; and the Cavalry Brigade was to act as battlefield reconnaissance northwest of Jining and to pursue the fleeing enemy as opportunity offered. In addition the Special Service Regiment of the Independent 3rd Brigade, the 7th Regiment of the Sui-Meng Military Region and the cavalry regiment stood on guard in the Liangcheng area facing the direction of Guisui.

On the night of the 10th the relief-interdiction units surrounded the Newly Organized 31st Division and the Provisionally Organized 11th and 17th Divisions from four sides beneath Jining city and then launched an attack. By the morning of the 12th they controlled key points including Sanchakou, Naobaoshan, Boli Tu, Tianmenshan and Shihuishan and part of the Wolongshan positions, had cut the western retreat road of the Newly Organized 31st Division and other units, and had annihilated the greater part of the Provisionally Organized 11th Division and part of the Provisionally Organized 17th Division, over 5,000 men in all. The Newly Organized 31st Division and others were compressed into a small area at the foot of Wolongshan southwest of Jining city and in the barracks in the southwest. Just as the relief-interdiction units were about to launch a general attack on the enemy beneath Jining city, the Nationalist 101st Division arrived to relieve them. The Front Command accordingly decided to turn its forces to destroy the 101st Division. Because the units had temporarily changed their dispositions and were unfamiliar with the terrain, the roads and the enemy situation, they were unable to act in unified coordination, and as a result several attacks on the 101st Division failed. Meanwhile the Newly Organized 31st Division and others beneath Jining city took the opportunity to recover the positions at Wolongshan, Tianmenshan and Shihuishan and to attack toward Xiaonaobaoshan, covering the eastward advance of the 101st Division. On the 13th the Newly Organized 32nd Division, the Newly Organized 4th Cavalry Division and other units, together with the 101st Division, closed in on Jining. Seeing that further fighting would be disadvantageous, the PLA withdrew from Jining on the night of the 13th and lifted the siege of Datong on the 16th, and the campaign thereby ended.

The Datong–Jining Campaign lasted a month and a half and annihilated over 12,000 Nationalist troops. The PLA fought heroically; with inferior weapons and equipment it dealt Yan Xishan and Fu Zuoyi’s group a certain blow, and sounded a warning bell to the Nationalist forces that dared to launch a civil war.



III. Case Analysis

In the course of the Datong–Jining Campaign the People’s Liberation Army received its first training in fortified-city assault and in large-formation coordinated operations, and gained valuable experience; but because Datong was not taken and Jining was then abandoned, the campaign did not end in complete victory, and there are also many lessons to be drawn.

(I) Insufficient Estimation of the Enemy Situation Left the Campaign Preparations Not Fully Adequate

Before the war it was believed that the garrisons of Datong and Jining were not strong in fighting power and that the two cities could be taken quickly, while the stubborn resistance the garrisons would offer relying on solid urban defense systems and installations was underestimated. In particular, no serious preparations were made for the problems of failing to take Datong and of how to deal with Nationalist relief forces, yet these were exactly what the Central Military Commission had worried about before the war and given explicit instructions on. Judging from the subjective and objective conditions of the time, there was no sufficient certainty of seizing a fortified city such as Datong; moreover, with the troops’ experience of assaulting cities still very inadequate, it was impossible to breach the city’s defenses effectively and quickly.

(II) A Good Opportunity to Annihilate the Enemy Was Missed in Operational Command

In general, assaulting a city and striking the relief force go hand in hand. Because there was insufficient understanding that Fu Zuoyi’s forces would go all out to rescue Datong, the PLA had no choice but to change “assaulting the city and interdicting relief” into “assaulting the city and striking the relief force,” yet the preparations for “striking the relief force” were insufficient, so that both sides were hampered. In the fighting beneath Jining city, at the critical moment when 3 Nationalist divisions could have been annihilated in one blow, the decision was hurriedly changed because the Nationalist 101st Division came to the rescue, and a great opportunity to destroy enemy manpower was missed. Fu Zuoyi once said in a speech: “The Jining battle, given the situation at the time, was quite dangerous for us and we might well have been defeated; that we won in the end I regard as a stroke of luck. …… After the 101st Division joined the battle, the Communist Party made one mistake: on the night of the 12th it did not attack the Newly Organized 31st Division but went all out against the 101st Division, and this was the reason for the Communists’ failure. If that night they had attacked the Newly Organized 31st Division, our situation would have been quite dangerous.” This too shows, from the opposite side, the error in command during the campaign at that time.

(III) Failure to Concentrate Superior Forces to Annihilate the Enemy in the Outer Perimeter Made the Campaign Progress Slowly

Datong was then an isolated city, but Suiyuan to its north was the foundation Fu Zuoyi had managed for many years. Fu’s forces had never suffered any great blow, and their fighting power remained relatively good. Therefore the environment in which the Datong campaign took place was not very good, its flanks were relatively exposed, and if Datong could not be taken as quickly as possible the PLA would be entangled by Fu Zuoyi’s relief forces and unable to disengage. Moreover, in the preceding Northern Shanxi Campaign the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region forces had not annihilated very much of Yan Xishan’s manpower, and some county towns were still in Yan’s hands. This was very different from the later situation of Xu Xiangqian’s command post in the assault on fortified positions at Linfen: when the Linfen campaign was fought, southern Shanxi had been entirely liberated, and the main force of Yan’s army on the northern line had also contracted into the outer perimeter centered on Taiyuan, and having suffered repeated heavy blows it did not dare to come out boldly, so the campaign could be organized relatively at leisure until the city was finally taken. In the Datong campaign, by contrast, in the use of forces the PLA did not concentrate superior strength to annihilate enemy manpower in the outer perimeter, but increased troops gradually and pushed forward frontally, so that the garrison inside the city remained relatively strong and the campaign progressed sluggishly, which gave Fu Zuoyi’s forces time to come to the relief; the PLA had to fight again at Jining, and in the end gained little on either front.

(Yao Zengtong)





19. The Defense of Zhangjiakou by Forces of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1946.9.29–10.11)




Case Summary

In September 1946, forces of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, with the coordination of forces of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region, resisted the Nationalist attack on Zhangjiakou. In this campaign the Nationalists massed in all the forces of the Eleventh and Twelfth War Zones, 11 divisions with more than 70,000 men, who attacked Zhangjiakou from two directions, east and west: from Nankou and Huairou in the east, and from Jining and Fengzhen in the west. Nie Rongzhen, Commander and Political Commissar of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region, exercised unified command over the 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th Columns and 4 brigades of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region, who defended along the east and west lines and annihilated 1 division headquarters and 5 regiments of the Nationalist army, more than 22,500 men in all.



I. Pre-War Situation

After the Nationalist forces took Chengde in August 1946, and in September took Jining as well as Yueting, Zunhua, Pinggu and other places in the east Hebei liberated area, they massed troops to prepare an attack on Zhangjiakou. Zhangjiakou was at that time the capital of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei liberated area, and the Party and government organs of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region were all stationed there. The Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region resolved to concentrate the field forces and local forces of the region and, in coordination with part of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Field Army, to organize the defense on two lines, east and west.

(I) The Nationalist Intentions and Dispositions

In September 1946, Li Zongren, Director of the Nationalist Beiping (now Beijing) Headquarters, in order to destroy the liberated areas of the three provinces of Rehe (now divided among Inner Mongolia, Liaoning and Hebei), Chahar (now divided between Inner Mongolia and Hebei) and Suiyuan (now part of Inner Mongolia), to open the Beijing–Suiyuan railway (now Beijing–Baotou) and to cut completely the link between the North China liberated area and the Northeast liberated area, massed the forces of the Eleventh and Twelfth War Zones, 11 divisions with more than 70,000 men, to attack Zhangjiakou from two directions: from Nankou and Huairou, and from Jining and Fengzhen. The Nationalist attacking forces were divided into two routes, east and west. The eastern route consisted of the 16th Army (with the 109th Division under it), the 53rd Army and the 94th Army (the reserve) of Sun Lianzhong’s Eleventh War Zone, advancing westward along the Beijing–Suiyuan railway, with the 14th Army sallying from Guyuan to make a restraining feint. The western route consisted of the 35th Army (with the 101st Division and the Provisional 31st Division under it), the Provisional 3rd Army (with the Provisional 17th Division and the Provisional Cavalry 4th Brigade under it), the 1st Cavalry Division and part of the mechanized forces of Fu Zuoyi’s Twelfth War Zone, concentrated on the Jining–Datong line and preparing to join the eastern line in a converging attack on Zhangjiakou.

(II) The Intentions and Dispositions of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region

Nie Rongzhen, Commander and Political Commissar of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region, in accordance with the guidance of the CCP Central Military Commission to take the annihilation of the enemy’s manpower, and not the holding of territory, as the main aim, resolved to concentrate the 4 columns of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army and the forces of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region, a total of 19 brigades, and to carry out the defense on two lines, east and west. The eastern line was commanded by Xiao Ke, Deputy Commander of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region, and Luo Ruiqing, Deputy Political Commissar of the Region; the western line was commanded by Zhang Zongxun, Deputy Commander of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region, and Chen Zhengxiang, Deputy Political Commissar of the Region; and 6 brigades were to sally south of Baoding to coordinate with the defense in the Zhangjiakou direction. The guiding idea of the campaign was: not to stake everything on dying at Zhangjiakou, but also not to give up cities and towns lightly. Using Zhangjiakou as bait, the intention was to annihilate part of the enemy selectively, to inflict the greatest possible damage on the enemy attacking by separate routes, and to seize the opportunity to withdraw from Zhangjiakou at the proper time. The chiefs of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region judged that the enemy at Jining on the western line might, after the enemy on the eastern line had taken Huailai, advance east by way of Xinghe or along the Beijing–Suiyuan railway and meet the eastward-advancing enemy in the Chaigoubao area. They also estimated that, until the enemy on the eastern line had taken Huailai, the enemy on the western line would not lightly advance east. They therefore placed their main defensive strength on the eastern line. The specific campaign dispositions were as follows: the main force of the 2nd Column, with part of the local armed forces, was to resist the Nationalist advance head-on in the Huailai and Yanqing areas; the 1st Column and one brigade each of the 2nd and 3rd Columns were to lie concealed in the area south of Huailai, awaiting an opportunity to sally; the 4th Column and part of the local armed forces, together with 4 brigades of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region, were to be located in the Chaigoubao and Yanggao areas west of Zhangjiakou, ready at any time to resist Nationalist advances from the Datong and Jining directions; the forces of the 6th Military Sub-district of the Hebei-Chahar Military Region were to operate in and west of Xinghe, watching for a possible advance by Fu Zuoyi’s forces by way of Xinghe toward Zhangjiakou; and the forces of the 7th Military Sub-district of the Hebei-Chahar Military Region were to be located in Zhangbei on guard duty.



II. Course of Operations

The defense of Zhangjiakou fell into 2 stages. In the first stage, the PLA used ambushes, blocking actions and other tactics to delay and wear down the Nationalist forces; in the second stage, the Nationalist forces made a flanking move on Zhangjiakou and the PLA withdrew.

(I) The Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army Blocks and Ambushes the Attacking Enemy

On September 29, 1946, the Nationalist 16th Army and one division of the 53rd Army, with the coordination of several hundred tanks, advanced in 2 echelons from the Nankou and Huairou areas along the Beijing–Suiyuan railway toward Huailai, and sent more than 370 aircraft sorties to bomb the PLA’s positions, lines of communication and rear bases. The 2nd Column and other units of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army, charged with the frontal block, built in the Huailai and Yanqing areas several hundred open earth bunkers and some concrete bunkers and dug more than 40 kilometers of vertical and horizontal communication trenches, linking a number of former semi-permanent works into 3 lines of positions; in the Huailai area and east of it they offered stubborn resistance and beat back many Nationalist attacks. On the night of October 3 the main force of the 2nd Column counterattacked the 109th Division on the Nationalist left flank, annihilating one regiment and another battalion and capturing 3 tanks. By October 4 the 2nd Column had halted the advance of the 109th Division. On October 7 the Nationalists transported the main force of their reserve, the 94th Army, by vehicle to Shahe, intending to make a flanking move by way of Mapaoquan and Hengling to Huailai to coordinate with the frontal attack. Against this Nationalist intention, the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army swiftly shifted its forces, laying an ambush in the Mapaoquan area with the 1st Column, the 4th and 3rd Brigades of the 2nd Column, the 7th Brigade of the 3rd Column, and the 30th Regiment of the 10th Brigade of the 4th Column, which had just been transferred from the western line. On the 8th it annihilated the 127th Regiment of the 43rd Division of the 94th Army at Mapaoquan. In the 10 days of fighting the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army annihilated 2 whole regiments and 1 battalion of the Nationalist army, more than 10,000 men, and held the Nationalist forces in the area east of Huailai.

At the same time, in order to restrain the Nationalist westward advance and to coordinate with the operations on the Beijing–Suiyuan railway, the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army used the 8th Brigade of the 3rd Column and the forces of the Hebei-Shanxi, Hebei-Chahar and Central Hebei Military Regions, a total of 6 brigades, to launch large-scale railway-wrecking operations on the northern section of the Beijing–Hankow railway and strike the Nationalist flank and rear. From September 29 to October 3 they took in succession 4 county towns north and south of Baoding, Xushui, Rongcheng, Wangdu and Dingxing, annihilated more than 8,300 of the garrisons, and controlled more than 120 kilometers of railway. Of these, the 8th Brigade took Dingxing, annihilated more than 1,500 of its garrison and captured its Major General Deputy Commander Kang Mofei. The forces of the Hebei-Rehe-Liaoning Military Region also launched extensive sorties, annihilating more than 7,000 Nationalist troops and recovering 3 county towns in east Hebei.

(II) The Nationalist Forces Make a Flanking Move on Zhangjiakou

Just as the main force of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army was engaged in a stalemate battle with the forces of the Nationalist Eleventh War Zone on the eastern section of the Beijing–Suiyuan railway, Fu Zuoyi, taking advantage of the emptiness of PLA strength northwest of Zhangjiakou, used the 32nd Division, disguised as the main force, to feint toward Xinghe, and concentrated the 101st Division, the Provisional 31st Division, the Provisional 17th Division, the 1st Cavalry Division, the Provisional Cavalry 4th Brigade and the mechanized forces (equipped with 34 Japanese-type medium tanks and 12 small tanks), more than 20,000 men in all, under the command of Dong Qiwu. On October 7 they made a flanking move from Jining toward the northwest of Zhangjiakou, and on the 8th, by way of Nanhaoqian, made a surprise attack on Zhangbei.

At this time Zhangbei was held by only one company of the Hebei-Chahar Military Region’s security regiment and one cavalry company; Fu Zuoyi’s cavalry swiftly burst into the city. The defenders fought fierce street battles with the Nationalist troops inside Zhangbei for more than 3 hours, and only after the Party and government cadres had withdrawn from the county town at 15:00 did they scatter and break out over the walls. The troops sent as reinforcements by the Hebei-Chahar Military Region were bombed by Nationalist aircraft and attacked by cavalry on the way, were scattered, and the remainder fell back on Langwogou.

After the follow-up units of Fu Zuoyi’s forces reached Zhangbei, they continued to press toward Zhangjiakou. Langwogou, more than 10 kilometers south of Zhangjiakou city, was the last barrier north of Zhangjiakou. At that time the only PLA unit in Zhangjiakou city was one Training Brigade, charged with the defense. From 9:00 to 11:00 on the morning of the 10th, Fu Zuoyi’s forces, with the coordination of aircraft, artillery and tanks, launched a dozen or so attacks on Langwogou. The Training Brigade and part of the Guard Regiment fought stubbornly and bitterly at Langwogou, but being outnumbered they were broken through on 2 successive lines of defense and were forced to withdraw from the Langwogou positions, shifting to mobile defense, and by blocking, flank attacks, harassment and other means they effectively delayed the Nationalist advance.

Since Fu Zuoyi’s forces were at the gates of the city and the main force of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army could not return in time to relieve it, the organs of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region and the units defending the city were forced to withdraw from Zhangjiakou on the night of October 11. Subsequently the main force of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army on the eastern line withdrew from the Huailai area on the 12th, and the 4th Column on the western line also shifted into southern Chahar; the Nationalist forces then opened the Beijing–Suiyuan railway.



III. Case Analysis

The defense of Zhangjiakou lasted half a month. The forces of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region dealt the Nationalist forces a powerful blow on the eastern section of the Beijing–Suiyuan railway and the northern section of the Beijing–Hankow railway, but because of an error in estimating the attack route of Fu Zuoyi’s forces, Zhangjiakou was lost prematurely, and the campaign’s aim of annihilating more of the enemy was not achieved.

The forces of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region resolutely carried out the defensive policy of “taking the annihilation of the enemy’s manpower as the main objective, and not the holding or seizing of cities and territory,” making the gain or loss of the city itself not the operational goal but taking as the main criterion whether the operation favored concentrating forces to annihilate the Nationalist army; at the same time they abandoned the plan of annihilating the enemy on exterior lines and put their attention mainly on annihilating the Nationalist army’s manpower on interior lines, so that although Zhangjiakou was finally given up, the campaign’s aim was basically realized. In the course of the fighting they checked the powerful Nationalist offensive, withstood a severe test and tempering, and gained preliminary operational experience in fighting on interior lines, relying on the liberated area, against an enemy with superior equipment; they annihilated a large amount of Nationalist manpower, forcing the Nationalists to commit their second-line forces from the rear. But because of the error in judging the Nationalists’ attack route, Fu Zuoyi’s forces were able to make a flanking move on Zhangjiakou, creating an unfavorable situation for Zhangjiakou. Because the PLA’s strength for defending the city was weak and the main force had withdrawn from Zhangjiakou, great passivity was brought to the military situation of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region.

(Yao Zengtong)





20. The Assault on Yuncheng by the 1st Column of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1947.6.30–7.8)




Case Summary

On June 30, 1947, the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army forced a crossing of the Yellow River and launched the Southwest Shandong Campaign, raising the curtain on the strategic offensive of the War of Liberation. The campaign resolved first to destroy the Nationalist garrison at Yuncheng, and the assault on Yuncheng was carried out. In this battle the 1st Column of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army, after crossing the river, advanced from encirclement to a fierce assault and breakthrough accomplished in a single sustained effort, annihilating more than 10,000 of the enemy and capturing Li Mingya, Lieutenant General and Deputy Division Commander; the 1st Column suffered 1,928 killed and wounded. It “created a precedent of a single column carrying out an assault on a fortified city and annihilating 2 brigades, and won the first glorious and major victory of the great counteroffensive,” and created favorable conditions for the main force to advance step by step, relying on southwest Shandong, toward the Henan-Anhui-Jiangsu and Dabie Mountains areas.



I. Pre-War Situation

The Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army launched the Southwest Shandong Campaign, raising the curtain on the strategic offensive of the War of Liberation, and struck first at Yuncheng, a key point on the Nationalist Yellow River defense line, in order to create conditions for the next stage of development.

(I) The Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army Raises the Curtain on the Strategic Offensive

In June 1947 the main force of the Nationalist army continued to carry out its main attacks on Shandong and northern Shaanxi, while in southwest Shandong and its vicinity it took up a defensive posture. In order to rely on the barrier of the Yellow River and prevent the PLA from advancing south, the Nationalists had let the Yellow River return to its old course; afterwards, in the southwest Shandong area, using the Reorganized 55th and 68th Divisions of Liu Ruming’s Fourth “Pacification” Zone, 6 brigades in all, combined with local regiments, they organized the defense along the south bank of the Yellow River on a 250-kilometer Yellow River defense line from Kaifeng to Dong’e; they also placed the Reorganized 70th Division in the Jiaxiang and Jining area, ready to go to the rescue by mobile action; in the Henan-Anhui-Jiangsu border area only 2 other brigades of the Reorganized 58th Division and local security regiments were on guard.

The specific dispositions of the Nationalist river-defense forces were as follows: the Reorganized 55th Division headquarters with its 29th Brigade was in the Yuncheng and Huanggu’an area; the 74th Brigade was north of Yuncheng to Xiaopikou, Caijiazhuang and Shijiazhuang Village (师家庄, not the city of Shijiazhuang); the 181st Brigade was in the Juancheng and Linpuji area. The Reorganized 68th Division headquarters was at Heze; its 81st Brigade was at Dongming and west of it; its 143rd Brigade was northeast of Heze to Dujiji; and its 119th Brigade was in the Bizhai area southwest of Heze.

In accordance with the development of the war situation, the CCP Central Military Commission planned to fight the main force into the Nationalist-ruled areas, shifting from interior-line to exterior-line operations and turning the War of Liberation to the stage of strategic offensive.

In accordance with the Military Commission’s instructions, the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army rested and reorganized as a whole army during June, and at the end of the month crossed the Yellow River to attack the Nationalist forces in the Hebei-Shandong-Henan area and the Henan-Anhui-Jiangsu area, and then to advance into the Central Plains. To accomplish this strategic task it was decided to force a crossing of the Yellow River at the beginning of July and first carry out the Southwest Shandong Campaign, annihilating the Nationalist river-defense forces, the Reorganized 55th and 68th Divisions, breaking through the Nationalist defense line and opening the road south, thereby raising the curtain on the strategic counteroffensive. The campaign was resolved first to annihilate the Reorganized 55th Division at Yuncheng, the pivotal fortress of the Nationalist Yellow River line, then to seek to annihilate relief forces on the move, and afterwards, relying on the southwest Shandong positions, to advance step by step toward the Henan-Anhui-Jiangsu and Dabie Mountains areas.

(II) The Dispositions of the Yuncheng Garrison

Yuncheng was one of the pivotal fortresses of the Nationalist Yellow River line. Its city wall was of brick and earth construction, 7 meters high and 3 meters thick. Outside the city were four suburban “passes” (guan). The South Pass was the largest, with more than 200 households of residents hugging the city wall and a small residential area on its east side. The East Pass was densely built up, the West and North Passes were smaller, the West Pass having only about 10 households, with open terrain, and an encircling outer moat had been added outside the city wall.

The Yuncheng garrison, the 55th Division, had originally belonged to the Northwest Army and was reorganized in early 1946 as the Reorganized 55th Division. It had 3 brigades under it (the 29th, 74th and 181st Brigades), with an authorized strength of 28,224 and an actual strength of 18,700, understrength by more than 9,000. This force was weak in fighting power but had experience in defensive operations. The division commander, Cao Fulin, held the rank of lieutenant general and was cautious and careful in operations; because he had repeatedly been beaten in earlier clashes with the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army, he had a deep fear of the PLA.

The defensive works of Yuncheng were well constructed. Weapons of all kinds were mostly sited on the city wall, forming oblique fire positions and a crossfire network, linked by communication trenches running into the depth. On both sides of the city gates and inside and outside them were groups of concealed bunkers, and the outer moat of the city wall had been strengthened into an obstacle, 2 to 3 meters deep and 3 to 5 meters wide; along the outer edge of the moat, at intervals of 3 to 5 meters, were set 3 to 5 lines of abatis, all covered by infantry weapons. In the depth, relying on solid buildings, they built groups of ground bunkers and concealed bunkers with firing ports and the like, organized into strongpoint positions, controlling the streets by fire and thereby conducting small-scale counterattacks in the depth fighting. The garrison’s artillery could concentrate its fire to destroy and inflict casualties on attacking formations and massed troops; and when a position was broken through, it sealed off the breach with artillery fire and supported its infantry and reserves in counterattacks from both sides, in order to stop the PLA from widening it.

(III) The Operational Plan of the Assault Forces

On June 22 the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army issued Order No. 16, resolving: on the night of June 30 to launch the attack, using 4 columns, on a front of more than 150 kilometers from Zhangqiu Town in the east to Linpuji in the west, to break through the Nationalist Yellow River defense line and first swiftly annihilate the Nationalist river-defense forces, the Reorganized 55th and 68th Divisions; then, at the proper time, to shift forces and seek to annihilate possible relief forces on the move, widening the gains.

The 1st Column and the Independent 1st Brigade of the Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region were ordered to surround and attack the Nationalist Reorganized 55th Division at Yuncheng and the 2 brigades under it. The 1st Column had been established for a relatively long time, had rich combat experience, and was the main force unit of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army, with the particular strengths of flexible command and skill in close combat and in assault.

The 1st Column resolved to force the Yellow River in 2 echelons at 2 places, quickly split and surround the Nationalist Reorganized 55th Division’s 74th and 29th Brigades, and annihilate each of them. The dispositions and mission zones were as follows: the 1st and 2nd Brigades were the first echelon, and the 19th and 20th Brigades the second echelon. The 1st Brigade would cross the river from Zhangtang and, by way of Xiaopikou, drive straight into the western suburbs of Yuncheng, coordinating with the 2nd Column and the Independent 1st Brigade in splitting and surrounding the garrison. The 2nd Brigade would cross at Weishan, first annihilate the garrisons in the Daimiao and Shiji areas, then advance to the north and northwest of Yuncheng and, together with the 1st and 20th Brigades, annihilate the garrison. The 20th Brigade would follow the 1st Brigade across the river at Zhangtang and, by way of Shouzhangji, drive straight into the eastern and southern suburbs of Yuncheng, preparing to attack the Yuncheng garrison from the south of the city. The 19th Brigade would follow the 2nd Brigade across the river at Weishan and, by way of Daimiao, drive straight into the southeast of Yuncheng as far as Dinglizhang, preparing to block relief forces from the direction of Jiaxiang.

The 1st Column deployed on the afternoon of the 28th in the Weishan, Zhangqiu Town and Zhangtang areas, and commanded the Independent 1st Brigade in preparing for the river-crossing operation. At 19:00 on the 30th it forced the Yellow River and immediately thrust deep with its main force, quickly enveloping from the east, west and south toward the north in order to bag the whole of the Nationalist 55th Division in the Yuncheng area. The Independent 1st Brigade had secretly crossed the river ahead of time on June 27 and, with the coordination of units of the 2nd Military Sub-district, at dawn on the 30th advanced to the Daimiao and Caijiazhuang areas to receive the 1st Column’s river crossing.

To coordinate with the operation of the 1st Column, the 2nd Column crossed the river west of Linlou and Sunkou, using one brigade to surround and annihilate the Huanggu’an garrison, while its main force thrust into the area west of Yuncheng and, from the southwest toward the northeast, coordinated with the 1st Column in enveloping and annihilating the Nationalist headquarters. The 6th Column crossed the river at Liqiao, Yuzhuang and Dazhang Village and, with the coordination of the Independent 1st Brigade, annihilated the garrisons in and north of Yuncheng. The 3rd Column, as reserve, reached the area near Baiyige west of Fan County on the 30th, and afterward, as the situation required, was to follow the 6th Column or the 2nd Column across the river to widen the gains.



II. Course of Operations

Divided according to the progress of the operation, the 1st Column’s assault on Yuncheng can be divided into 3 stages: the stage of forcing the Yellow River and closing directly on Yuncheng; the stage of sweeping up the outer perimeter and taking the suburban passes; and the stage of breaching the city wall and annihilating the enemy in street fighting.

(I) Forcing the Yellow River and Closing Directly on Yuncheng

The Independent 1st Brigade of the Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region crossed the river first and then sent out reconnaissance detachments to learn the Nationalist defensive dispositions, the troops lying concealed south of Daimiao. At dawn on June 30 its main force annihilated more than one battalion of the Nationalist 87th Regiment at Eyachang. At 19:00 on June 30 the main force of the 1st Column began forcing the Yellow River. The Nationalist river-defense forces fired a few rounds for show and fled south in panic; the assault units that crossed the river quickly took control of the south-bank beachhead positions and went on to thrust fiercely into the depth of the Nationalist defense. The 5th Regiment of the 2nd Brigade, in its attack southward, annihilated part of the rear guard of the 220th Regiment of the 74th Brigade near Xiaowangzhuang, the rest fleeing toward Yuncheng. To cut off the fleeing enemy, the Independent 1st Brigade sent part of its force by way of Shouzhangji to drive straight into Heihumiao, while its main force by way of Wangzhuang and Yangzhuangji advanced swiftly to the Liutiaoquan, Wulou and Pandu areas to block the fleeing Nationalist troops. Because they fled very fast, only a part of the Nationalist local forces was annihilated at Heihumiao, and the heavy baggage train of the 55th Division, retreating south, was annihilated at Pandu. The main force of the 2nd Brigade, following behind, went by way of Shiji and Hongmenchang to the north and northwest of Yuncheng.

From July 1 the Nationalist 55th Division contracted from all directions and concentrated on Yuncheng, intending to carry out a defense with emphasis and to hold Yuncheng with concentrated force. After the Nationalist forces fell back into Yuncheng they were panic-stricken and uneasy, and actively strengthened their works in the hope of holding out until relieved. The South Pass was defended by the main force of the 87th Regiment of the 29th Brigade; the West Pass by one company; the North Pass by a garrison of less than a battalion; and the East Pass by the 86th Regiment. The 55th Division headquarters, with the 74th Brigade, held the core positions of the urban area.

After crossing the river, the Independent 1st Brigade by way of Zhanghai, Heihumiao, Xiaopikou and Pandu reached the southwest side of Yuncheng; the 20th Brigade by way of Shouzhangji, Luli and Liutiaoquan sent part of its force to the east side of Yuncheng, its main force closing on the south of the city; the 2nd Brigade by way of the east side of Shiji and Hongmenchang reached the north and northwest of Yuncheng; and the 19th Brigade and the column’s cavalry regiment, by way of Yinshan, Daimiao and the east side of Yangzhuangji, reached the area near Dinglizhang. On the 2nd the Yuncheng garrison was fully enclosed.

(II) Sweeping Up the Outer Perimeter and Taking the Suburban Passes

On the night of July 2 the 2nd Battalion of the 5th Regiment of the 2nd Brigade attacked the North Pass; by slipping up in the dark and taking out the sentries it captured more than 10 men, from a second lieutenant platoon leader on down. On the night of the 3rd the battalion’s main force launched an attack on the North Pass and took 2 supporting points in a single stroke, annihilating part of the Nationalist garrison, and the remnants withdrew into the city. For the 1st Brigade, the 3rd Battalion of the 2nd Regiment was at Wanghuayuan, one company of the 2nd Battalion and the regimental reconnaissance platoon at Xiaochenlukou provided flank security, and the main force of the 1st Battalion, supported by the brigade and regimental artillery, the mountain-gun company of the 19th Brigade and the fire of the mortar company of the 7th Regiment, attacked the West Pass garrison at 20:00 on the 4th, taking the pass at 20:40. For the 20th Brigade, the 58th Regiment attacked the South Pass from the front and the 62nd Regiment from the left flank, while the 59th Regiment first took the residential area east of the South Pass and then coordinated with the main force in attacking the pass. The brigade launched its attack on the night of the 3rd with artillery support. The 62nd Regiment drove with swift and violent action straight to outside the south city gate, cutting off the retreat of the Nationalist troops holding the pass, and then, attacking from the rear forward, house by house and bunker by bunker, in close coordination with the frontal attack of the 58th Regiment, fought a night of fierce battle and annihilated the whole of the South Pass garrison.

(III) Breaching the City Wall and Annihilating the Enemy in Street Fighting

After the outer garrisons of Yuncheng had been cleared, the garrison in the city readjusted its dispositions: the 29th Brigade held the southeast part of the city and the 74th Brigade the northwest part. The specific dispositions were: the 86th Regiment held the East Gate; part of the 222nd Regiment held the South Gate; the division’s engineer battalion held the West Gate; the division’s special service battalion and the 220th Regiment held the North Gate; the main force of the 222nd Regiment, near the Confucian Temple in the center of the city, served as the division reserve; the division’s artillery was placed on the east side of the Drum Tower; and the division command post was placed northeast of the Crossroads Street intersection.

On the basis of these changes in the Yuncheng garrison, the commanders of the 1st Column fixed the assault dispositions: to carry out multi-directional breakthroughs with emphasis, concentrating forces and weapons in the main direction of attack, first breaching the city wall, then attacking fiercely into the urban area, splitting and annihilating the garrison. It was decided that the 20th Brigade, with the column’s artillery battalion (2 field guns, 3 mountain guns and 1 heavy mortar), one artillery company of the 19th Brigade (2 mountain guns) and one artillery company of the Independent 1st Brigade (3 mountain guns) attached, would make the main attack from the South Gate. The 1st Brigade, with one howitzer company of the field army (2 105 mm howitzers), the column’s mortar company (2 mortars), and one company each of mountain guns and mortars from the 19th Brigade (3 mountain guns and 2 mortars) attached, would make the main attack from the West Gate. The 2nd Brigade would make a supporting attack from the North Gate and the northwest of the city. The 19th Brigade, with one regiment and the column’s cavalry regiment still at Dinglizhang to counter relief, would have its main force close on the East Pass, preparing to annihilate any force that might break out to the east. The column organized 2 artillery groups, which from 20:00 on the 7th would carry out an artillery preparation lasting 1 hour, then extend fire into the depth to support the assault and the fighting in the urban area.

At 20:00 on the 7th the 1st Column began the artillery preparation, while the infantry opened passages through the abatis and the outer moat by continuous demolition. The 1st Brigade blasted the steep outer-moat wall in its direction of attack into a slope. After a violent one-hour artillery bombardment, most of the garrison’s firing points on the city wall had been destroyed, and a large breach had been opened in the wall at about 200 meters south of the West Gate.

At 21:00 the assault units launched the charge. The 3 companies of the assault battalion of the 58th Regiment of the 20th Brigade climbed the wall from the South Gate at the same time; because they were blocked by the garrison’s artillery fire on closing with the enemy, their casualties were heavy, and after they got onto the wall they were met by garrison counterattacks, the follow-up units were stopped by fire, and the breach could not be consolidated. The 62nd Regiment was then changed over to the attack, also without success. The 3rd Battalion of the 58th Regiment was again ordered to continue the attack. The 8th Regiment of the 2nd Brigade attacked from the northwest corner of the city and the 5th Regiment from the North Gate at the same time. The 5th Regiment’s first attack was set back and it continued the attack at 22:00; after the 8th Regiment launched its attack it met stubborn resistance from the garrison.

The 2nd Battalion (the assault battalion) of the 1st Regiment of the 1st Brigade, using the passages that had been blown open, quickly climbed the city wall at the breach. After the assault battalion launched its charge and climbed the wall, part of it occupied a section of the wall on the right side of the breach and the civilian houses near Madao Street, beat back several counterattacks by the garrison, and with its main force attacked to the left, took the West Gate tower in one stroke, destroyed the command post of the garrison battalion northeast of the West Gate, and consolidated the breach. After the main force of the regiment entered the city, its 3rd Battalion, along the south side of West Main Street, tunneled through walls and broke through partitions, attacking house by house, driving straight toward the north side of the Confucian Temple; its 1st Battalion, along the north side of West Main Street, attacked east, and after taking 9 civilian houses in succession, beat back repeated counterattacks by 2 companies of the garrison division headquarters near the Crossroads Street intersection and formed a standoff with them. The battalion attacked the garrison in a roundabout way from the left and right flanks; the garrison fell back into the division headquarters compound, and the attackers at once surrounded it and went on to blow open the compound wall. Squad leader Gong Zimei of the 8th Squad of the 3rd Company led his whole squad as the first to burst into the garrison’s division headquarters and, in hand-to-hand fighting with bayonets, seized its command post. The 7th Regiment followed the 1st Regiment into the breach, and at 22:55 the whole regiment was inside the city. At this time the attacks of the 2nd and 20th Brigades had not yet succeeded. The column at once ordered the follow-up units of the 1st Brigade and part of the 2nd Brigade to enter the city quickly through the West Gate breach, and ordered the 1st Brigade’s units that had entered the city to link up separately with the 2nd and 20th Brigades and receive them in their climb into the city. The 2nd Regiment quickly entered the city, its main force developing along the northwest urban area toward the North Gate. The 4th Regiment of the 2nd Brigade followed the 2nd Regiment into the city by the West Gate. The main force of the 2nd Brigade, in coordination with the 2nd and 4th Regiments, burst into the city at 23:00 and developed the attack toward the northeast urban area and the East Gate. In the early hours of the 8th the 3rd Battalion of the 7th Regiment attacked the South Gate garrison from behind while the 20th Brigade attacked fiercely from the front at the same time. At 4:30 the South Gate was taken, and the 20th Brigade advanced along the southeast urban area toward the East Gate. At dawn the main forces of the 1st and 2nd Brigades closed on the East Gate. The 86th Regiment, which was defending the East Pass, was struck in the belly and back, and, under the powerful military pressure and political offensive of the assault forces, laid down its arms and surrendered in its entirety. At 5:00 the garrison in the city had been wholly annihilated by the 1st Column.

In the Yuncheng assault the 1st Column of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army killed or wounded 2,004 Nationalist troops and captured 8,558, including Li Mingya, Lieutenant General and Deputy Division Commander. It captured 10 mountain guns, 6 anti-tank guns, 36 mortars, 68 grenade launchers, 299 light and heavy machine guns, 3,900 long and short firearms, 9 motor vehicles, 596 army horses, and more than 500,000 rounds of ammunition of all kinds. The 1st Column suffered 1,928 killed and wounded.



III. Case Analysis

The assault on Yuncheng was a fortified-city assault fought as a fierce assault and breakthrough following an encirclement. The 1st Column, in light of the circumstances of both sides, made careful organization and preparation for the breakthrough and adopted the method of multi-point breakthrough: at the main breakthrough point it concentrated superior forces and weapons to breach the city wall, then boldly split and annihilated the garrison piece by piece. This battle quite completely embodied the whole process of the offensive in urban combat, namely outer-perimeter fighting, breaching the wall, and fighting in depth, and holds many successful experiences, such as: carrying out approach operations and concealing the concentration of mobile forces, to enhance the suddenness and continuity of the attack; adopting multi-directional, multi-point breakthroughs with emphasis against the city wall; giving full play to the power of artillery fire and closely coordinating infantry and artillery; and, in street fighting, establishing an echeloned attack disposition in depth and applying flexible, mobile tactics of splitting and encircling the enemy.

(I) Achieving Surprise in the Attack through Approach Operations

The assault on Yuncheng demanded the fullest use of the power of the breakthrough and the speed of the assault movements in order to break through the garrison’s wall defenses in a single stroke. The 1st Column adopted tactical approach operations; in 3 days and nights it dug a large number of communication trenches and firing shelters, extending them by way of concealed terrain and open ground to the forward edge of the city wall, so that the fire teams could close to within 50 to 100 meters of the wall and fire at point-blank range by direct aiming, and the assault teams could close on the outer moat before launching the charge. This approach work became a tactical measure for both attack and defense: it reduced the threat to, or destruction of, the assault units and the fire units by the artillery fire of the Nationalist wall defenders, increased the speed of the attack and the suddenness of the combat actions and the accuracy of coordinated action, and enabled the follow-up assault forces to take over quickly and carry out the breakthrough and the fighting in depth. The 1st Column gave full play to its strengths in close combat and assault and, in light of the enemy situation, the relative quality of the two sides’ equipment, the terrain and other conditions, adopted swift and sudden tactical means, effectively achieving the effect of the attack.

(II) Carrying Out Multi-Directional Breakthroughs with Emphasis

Carrying out multi-point breakthroughs with emphasis can disperse the strength of the defenders and favors success at the main point. After the 1st Column occupied the suburban passes, it attacked simultaneously from the south, north, west and northwest of the city, putting the main directions of attack at the South Gate and the south side of the West Gate, which forced the defenders from the outset into a dispersion of troops and fire and a passive position. Of these, the South Gate, attacked by the 20th Brigade, was the key point of the garrison’s defense. After the column took the South Pass and annihilated the 87th Regiment, the garrison paid special attention to the defense of the South Gate and reinforced its troops and fire there, so that the South Gate became the garrison’s strong point. At the West Gate attacked by the 1st Brigade, the houses outside the city had been burned by the garrison and the terrain was open, which was unfavorable to approach, so the garrison deployed relatively weak forces there, defending with only 1 engineer battalion, with its emphasis in turn on the west city gate itself. The 1st Brigade correctly chose its breakthrough point at about 200 meters south of the West Gate. The garrison’s strength and fire there were weak, the water in the outer moat was only 30 centimeters deep, outside the city there was a peach orchard where the assault teams could approach under concealment, and the houses inside the city were only 5 meters from the wall, making it convenient for the column, after the breakthrough, to develop into the depth. After the attack began, the 20th Brigade’s continuous violent attacks drew the attention of the city defenders and tied down their troops and artillery, reducing the pressure on the 1st Brigade’s direction of attack, so that the 1st Brigade was able to break through unexpectedly at the weak point of the garrison’s defense on the west of the city and swiftly develop the attack into the depth.

(III) Giving Full Play to the Power of Artillery Fire

This was the first time the 1st Column had organized infantry-artillery coordination on a fairly large scale, and commanders at all levels attached great importance to it. Before the war the column headquarters specifically fixed the division, organization and deployment of the artillery to assist the main attack units, and carefully planned the artillery’s fire missions and the infantry-artillery coordination. The brigade commanders led the assault units and the artillery commanders to the spot and, point by point, settled the tasks, methods and coordination; the 1st Brigade also assigned its chief of staff specially to organize and command the artillery. In order to support the infantry fighting effectively, the artillery taking part in the 1st Brigade’s direction of attack used and reshaped the terrain to push its large-caliber guns up under concealment to about 300 meters from the city wall, and carried out the artillery preparation by direct-fire approach shooting, ensuring the suddenness and accuracy of the fire. Infantry and artillery commanders both observed the battlefield themselves and kept up uninterrupted exchange of information, promptly coordinating the combination of fire, demolition and assault, so that the actions of infantry and artillery were consistent. During the artillery preparation, the infantry quickly opened passages through the obstacles built by the garrison under cover of the artillery; the artillery opened a breach in the wall at the assault sector, and as soon as it extended fire into the depth, the infantry at once used light and heavy machine-gun fire to suppress effectively the remaining firing points on both sides of the breach. While the thick smoke of the shell bursts near the breach had not yet cleared, the assault teams climbed onto the wall with swift action, and the artillery at once suppressed the Nationalist artillery in the city with violent fire and blocked the enemy counterattacking toward the breach. Among the units attacking south of the city, several assaults failed, and one important reason was that the siting of the artillery was limited by the terrain, so that at the point of attack they could not concentrate powerful artillery fire and deliver violent and effective fire, which lowered the power of the artillery fire. At the same time, the artillery had no careful plan to suppress the fire of the garrison’s artillery and the counterattacking troops, so that the attacking units suffered casualties from the garrison’s artillery fire during the approach and, after climbing the wall, were hit repeatedly by garrison counterattacks, making it difficult to consolidate the breach. The experience of this battle proves that close infantry-artillery coordination and giving full play to the combined power of the various arms is an important factor in winning battle.

(IV) Adopting Flexible Street-Fighting Tactics

In the fighting in the urban area, the garrison relied on fortifying the main streets and used tall buildings to form a fire network to stop the assault forces from attacking into the depth. The 1st Column made full use of tactics of close-quarters attack and of thrusting in and splitting the enemy apart. While the main force thrust boldly along the streets, part of the force, in small-group combat actions, broke through walls and advanced from house to house (over the roofs), surrounding and splitting the garrison. When they met obstruction by fierce fire from the garrison at several places, they gave full play to the ability of small detachments to fight independently and attacked from different directions at the same time. When they met stubborn resistance from the garrison, they dared to annihilate the enemy in close combat, exerting the power of short-range weapons. When the assault units developed into the depth, they promptly committed follow-up forces and carried out continuous assaults on the garrison’s core positions. This fairly systematic method of street fighting played an important role in annihilating the garrison in the city. In this battle a precedent was created of a single column carrying out the assault on a fortified city and annihilating 2 brigades of a division headquarters, the first victory of the great counteroffensive was won, and favorable conditions were created for complete victory in the Southwest Shandong Campaign.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





21. The Shijiazhuang Campaign of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1947.11.6–12.3)




Case Summary

On November 6, 1947, the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, following the Qingfengdian Campaign, took advantage of the victory to launch the Shijiazhuang Campaign. This campaign liberated Shijiazhuang, a strategic point in North China, and the strongly held point of Yuanshi County town, and wiped out in full the Nationalist 32nd Division, the Hebei Security Column, and the security police and returned-home corps of 19 counties including Zhengding and Yuanshi, a total strength of more than 24,800; the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army suffered a total of 3,952 casualties. As an urban fortified-city assault, the Shijiazhuang campaign set the first precedent of the PLA taking a comparatively large city, and the liberation of Shijiazhuang joined the two great liberated areas of Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei and Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan into one, opening a new situation for operations in North China.



I. Pre-War Situation

Shijiazhuang was an important communications hub where the Beijing–Hankow, Zhengding–Taiyuan and Shijiazhuang–Dezhou railways meet. After victory in the War of Resistance against Japan, in order to control this city the Nationalist army sent its main force, the 3rd Army of Hu Zongnan, which together with local armed forces and many puppet-army units held it, making it the central base for attacks on the Central Hebei, Southern Hebei, Hebei-Shanxi and Taihang liberated areas. In the spring of 1947, after the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army won successive victories in the Southern Baoding and Zhengding–Daming campaigns, Shijiazhuang’s links with Baoding and Taiyuan were severed, and it became a land island in the heartland of the liberated areas and one of the strongholds of the “bandit-suppression” effort in North China; the Nationalist county governments in exile there alone numbered as many as 19. After the Qingfengdian Campaign, taking advantage of the weakness of Shijiazhuang’s defending strength, the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Military Region resolved to take Shijiazhuang.

(I) The Dispositions of the Shijiazhuang Garrison

Shijiazhuang was a strongly fortified city. On the basis of the works built by the invading Japanese army, the Nationalist army had strengthened them year after year, forming three ring-shaped defensive positions from the suburbs to the city center. Its fortifications were divided into the following lines: outer-perimeter strongpoints, the outer city ditch, the inner city ditch, urban-area defense lines, and core works. The strongest outer-perimeter strongpoints were East Sanjiao, West Sanjiao, the Daguo Village airfield, South Diying, North Diying and Yunpanshan. Of these, Yunpanshan was the only commanding height northeast of the city; its works were dense and solid, linked by tunnels with the outer city ditch, and the garrison called it “the iron-built Yunpanshan.”

The outer city ditch was about 30 kilometers long, 7 meters deep and 8 meters wide; mines, barbed-wire entanglements, abatis and the like were laid along its outer edge, an electrified fence was set along the inner edge, and behind the fence every 10 meters was built a bunker or high fort, connected by continuous trenches; along the inner edge a ring railway was built, with armored trains serving as mobile fire points. Around the urban area and the North Barracks was built an inner city ditch, 18 kilometers long and 10 meters in both depth and width. Pointed stakes were set at the bottom of the ditch, and along its inner edge, every 80 meters, was a large fort (main fort), with a central fort between them, and between each large fort and central fort a ground bunker, all the forts connected by open or covered communication trenches. From the suburbs to the core positions at the Dashiqiao (Big Stone Bridge) in the city center, more than 6,000 permanent and semi-permanent works had been built altogether. Mixed obstacles of barbed wire, abatis, mines and traps were laid along the outer edge and around the large forts. Between the inner and outer city ditches, the villages had works built in them, the strongest being at Dongzhongjiazhuang, Beijiao, Xijiao, Dongli Village, Xili Village, Zhentou, Peng Village, Yuan Village, Fan Village, Huayuan Village, Bailinzhuang and Gao Village; these points circled the urban area as supports of the first-line positions. At the street intersections of the urban area and on important tall buildings, reinforced-concrete forts had been built, with solid buildings such as the Zhengtai Hotel, the Dashiqiao (Big Stone Bridge), the railway works, the power plant and the railway station forming the core positions.

In October 1947, after the main force of the Shijiazhuang garrison, the 3rd Army, was annihilated by the PLA in the Qingfengdian area, only about a thousand men of the army’s directly subordinate 2 tank companies, 1 mountain-gun company and 1 motor transport company remained in Shijiazhuang. The main defending force was the 94th, 95th and 96th Regiments of the Nationalist 32nd Division, about 11,000 men, whose emphasis was on the defense of the inner city ditch and the core works; the 5th, 9th and 10th Regiments of the Hebei Security Force, over 4,900 men, defended Yuanshi, Huolu, the airfield and other places; and the Nationalist eastward-, southward- and northward-advance command posts and the security police of 19 counties around Shijiazhuang, over 7,600 men, defended the outer strongpoints and the outer city ditch. The Nationalist city defense command post was located at the Dashiqiao (Big Stone Bridge).

To strengthen the defense of Shijiazhuang, the Nationalists on November 3 and 4 airlifted from Baoding to Shijiazhuang an independent regiment of the Baoding Pacification Headquarters and 1 field artillery battalion.

(II) The Resolution, Plan and Dispositions of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army

The Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army resolved to take advantage of the weakness of Shijiazhuang’s strength and the wavering of its morale, and without regard to the fatigue of continuous operations, after victory in the Qingfengdian Campaign to concentrate the whole of the field army and 2 army groups, Hebei-Shanxi and Central Hebei, and launch the Shijiazhuang Campaign.

The campaign plan was: when the campaign began, if the Nationalist forces on the northern line detached their present main force to reinforce southward, the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army, apart from the Hebei-Shanxi and Central Hebei army groups continuing to surround and attack the enemy at Shijiazhuang, would concentrate the whole of the field army and, in the area between Baoding and Shijiazhuang, first annihilate part of the relief force or rout it, and then continue the attack on Shijiazhuang. If the Nationalist forces did not reinforce, the field army would concentrate all its strength and resolutely take Shijiazhuang.

The campaign dispositions were as follows:


	The 2nd Column, commanding units of the 3rd Military Sub-district and the 9th Military Sub-district, was on November 6 to advance to and concentrate in the area south of Ding County, east of Xinle and north of Shahe, and select favorable terrain to build 4 defensive positions: the first defensive position north of Ding County town south of the Tang River; the second defensive position along the line from Zhaixidian to Dongcheji; the third defensive position on the south bank of the Sha River south of Xinle; and the fourth defensive position along the line of Dazhai, Dong-Xi Anfeng and Pucheng south of the Zi River. The cavalry companies of the columns were to be formed into one detachment and sent out to the line of Dabaituan and Xingyangyi south of Baoding, to carry out active reconnaissance of the Nationalist forces on the northern line; if they reinforced southward, the detachment was to resist them at each stage, covering the main force’s entry into position, inflicting heavy casualties and wearing down the Nationalist army, and gaining time so that the 3rd and 4th Columns of the field army could go north and join in annihilating the reinforcing Nationalist units.


	The 3rd Column was on November 5 to advance to and concentrate in the area of Tongye, Xilonggui, Nanlonggui and Shanyin Village southwest of Shijiazhuang. On the morning of the 7th it was to begin the attack on the southwest urban area of Shijiazhuang, breaking through the garrison’s outer city ditch defense line at Chengjiao Village and Zhentou and developing the attack toward Dongli Village, Xili Village, the Garden Hotel and the Dashiqiao (Big Stone Bridge).


	The 4th Column was on November 4 to advance to the area west of Guxian; on the 6th it was first to use part of its force to split and surround the garrisons of the outer-perimeter strongpoints east and northeast of Shijiazhuang, then to attack the urban area. It was to break through the garrison’s outer city ditch defense line at Wujiazhuang and Fantan Village and develop the attack toward Zhongzheng Road and the Zhengtai Hotel.


	The Independent 1st and 2nd Brigades of the Hebei-Shanxi Army Group and units of the 4th Military Sub-district were to concentrate before dawn on the 5th in the area northwest of Shijiazhuang, send small forces to control the sluice gate of the Hutuo River at Huangbizhuang to prevent the enemy from releasing water, on the 6th attack the Daguo Village airfield with their main force, use part of their force to make a feint attack on the northwest urban area of Shijiazhuang to coordinate with the main force’s assault on the city, and at the same time organize close anti-aircraft watch so as to block with anti-aircraft fire Nationalist aircraft that might come to the relief by air, and seize Huolu city as the opportunity arose.


	The Independent 7th and 8th Brigades of the Central Hebei Army Group and units of the 11th Military Sub-district, with the coordination of Taihang units, were to deploy their main force from the area southeast of Shijiazhuang and carry out supporting breakthroughs into the urban area. The Independent 9th Brigade was to concentrate in the area northeast of Ding County and stand on guard in the direction of Baoding, coordinating with the 2nd Column in blocking the southward advance of reinforcing enemy.


	The Independent 4th Brigade of the Chahar Military Region and units of the 5th and 7th Military Sub-districts were to sortie against the Beiping–Baoding section of the Beijing–Hankow railway and select key points to wreck the Nationalist army’s communications.


	The Artillery Brigade organized 4 sub-groups to give priority support to the breakthroughs of the 3rd and 4th Columns.


	The Field Army headquarters was at dawn on the 6th to advance to the area southwest of the city.






II. Course of Operations

The Shijiazhuang campaign was launched swiftly at dawn after the participating units had marched through the night; surprise was essentially achieved, and with the garrison caught unprepared the task of taking Shijiazhuang was completed in 7 days. Afterwards, following full preparation, on December 3 the units took Yuanshi County town, known as the “Stone City,” and thereby brought this campaign to a victorious conclusion. Divided according to the progress of the operation, it comprised 5 stages: annihilating the outer-perimeter strongpoints, breaking through the outer city ditch defense line, breaking through the inner city ditch defense line, fighting in the urban area, and taking Yuanshi city.

(I) Annihilating the Outer-Perimeter Strongpoints

On the night of November 5 the units of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army crossed the Hutuo River and advanced toward Shijiazhuang, and with sudden movement surrounded the outer-perimeter strongpoints of Shijiazhuang. By dawn on the 6th the 3rd Column had occupied Liuying, Datan Village, Xiaotan Village, Dachehang, Wang Village, Xisanjiao and Tatan Village; the 4th Column had occupied Liulinpu, Liuxinzhuang, Xiaoyan Village, South Diying, North Diying, Beisong, Baifosi and other villages; the Central Hebei Army Group had occupied Donggangtou in the southeast suburbs; and the Hebei-Shanxi Army Group had occupied Daanshe, Xiaoanshe, Dahe, Menghe and Chengdongqiao in the northwest suburbs and surrounded the Daguo Village airfield.

At 8:00 on the 6th, to secure the safety of the airfield, the garrison, covered by aircraft, sent the main force of the Security 9th Regiment against the 3rd Battalion of the 1st Regiment of the Independent 1st Brigade of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army at Xiaoanshe in a desperate counterattack; the 3rd Battalion held its Xiaoanshe positions stubbornly and beat back the Nationalist troops’ successive counterattacks. At dawn on the 7th the Independent 1st and 2nd Brigades of the Hebei-Shanxi Army Group sortied from the northeast and northwest respectively, drove straight into the garrison’s Daguo Village airfield, annihilated one battalion of the Security 9th Regiment, occupied the airfield and cut off the garrison’s possible reinforcement by air. At the same time units of the 4th Military Sub-district of Hebei-Shanxi liberated Huolu city.

While the Hebei-Shanxi Army Group was taking the Daguo Village airfield, the 3rd Battalion of the 30th Regiment of the 10th Brigade of the 4th Column launched an attack on the garrison at Yunpanshan.

Yunpanshan was a commanding height jutting out in the northeast suburbs of Shijiazhuang. The garrison, taking a temple on the mountain as its core, had built 3 layers of reinforced-concrete bunkers, with the mountain top and the mountain foot connected by an outer moat and tunnels. It was defended by 1 reinforced company, which organized a close crossfire network.

At 17:00 on the 6th the 3rd Battalion of the 30th Regiment closed on the enemy under concealment along the dike of the Shijin River, carried out earthwork operations and made attack preparations. At dusk on the 7th it attacked with the 9th Company; because of insufficient preparation the demolition failed, and with improper organization of fire the attack did not succeed. That night the 8th Company took over and attacked again. This company, having received the lessons of the 9th Company’s failure, made careful organization and preparation: the regiment concentrated the fire of its mountain guns and mortars to suppress the garrison and, by approach fire with direct aiming, destroyed its fire points; the company opened a passage using a combination of tunnel demolition and external demolition, blew up the garrison’s outer moat in one stroke under cover of dense fire, and the assault teams attacked fiercely, taking Yunpanshan in only 10 minutes, part of the garrison withdrawing to the outer city ditch.

The occupation of the Daguo Village airfield and Yunpanshan was very favorable for the attack on the city. At this point the outer-perimeter garrisons had been entirely cleared, and the field army, relying on Yunpanshan, bombarded the Shijiazhuang power plant with artillery and cut off the power supply of the whole city, putting the electrified fences entirely out of action.

(II) Breaking Through the Outer City Ditch Defense Line

The assault units and militia of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army, after occupying their jump-off areas on the night of November 6, began earthwork operations at once, in order to reshape the terrain and close on the outer city ditch. The units built attack positions with the first echelon, while the second echelon extended and dug communication trenches toward the attack positions. The campaign’s second echelon, together with militia and laborers, dug the rear communication trenches, and after 2 days and nights of earthwork the communication trenches had been extended to within a hundred meters of the garrison’s outer city ditch, and concealed tunnels had been dug to the outer edge of the outer city ditch. The assault personnel and horses were not exposed on the ground, and the garrison’s ground and air fire could not stop the assault units from closing in.

At 16:00 on the 8th the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army launched a general attack on the garrison of the outer city ditch. The units, under cover of powerful artillery fire, using a combination of tunnel demolition and forced demolition, broke through the outer city ditch from all sides. The 7th Brigade of the 3rd Column at 17:00 broke through first from Xibingying, occupying Xijiao, Chengjiao Village, the Agricultural Experiment Station and other points. The 8th Brigade broke through at Xisanjiao and occupied Zhentou and Xili Village. The 10th Brigade of the 4th Column broke through west of Yunpanshan and occupied Yitang Village and Huolizhuang. The 12th Brigade broke through south of Beisong and occupied Fantan Village. The Central Hebei Army Group broke through from the southeast, occupied Dongsanjiao and Huaidi, and surrounded the garrisons of Yuan Village and Peng Village. The Hebei-Shanxi Army Group broke through from the northwest and surrounded the garrison of Beijiao. By the morning of the 9th, apart from the 4 strongpoints of Beijiao, Fan Village, Yuan Village and Peng Village, all the points between the inner and outer city ditches had been occupied by the field army’s assault units and the greater part of the garrison had been annihilated. To speed up the advance, the field army decided to have the Central Hebei and Hebei-Shanxi army groups each use part of its force to surround and annihilate the enemy in the 4 strongpoints, while the main force continued to develop the attack toward the inner city ditch defense line.

(III) Breaking Through the Inner City Ditch Defense Line

The inner city ditch was the main defense line of the Shijiazhuang garrison. In order to break through the inner city ditch in one stroke, on the night of the 9th the attacking units, militia and laborers carried out tense earthwork operations; within a depth of about 2 kilometers from the outer city ditch to the outer edge of the inner city ditch, in a single night they spread across the area a trench and communication-trench network as dense as a spider’s web, and completed the attack preparations of loading explosives inside the tunnels.

At 16:00 on the 10th the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army, with powerful artillery fire, struck the inner city ditch defense line violently and suddenly; the assault units, under cover of fire, simultaneously carried out internal and external demolitions and charged into the inner city ditch through the breaches in the ditch that had been blown down. The 23rd Regiment of the 8th Brigade of the 3rd Column was the first to break into the inner city ditch. After the general attack began, the regiment used tunnel demolition to blow the outer edge of the inner city ditch into a 45-degree slope; its 2nd Battalion, by continuous demolition, destroyed the various obstacles in the city ditch and the wall of the South Barracks right beside the city ditch, and the battalion’s 4th Company burst in at one stroke, beating back 4 successive counterattacks, supported by tanks, by one battalion of the garrison’s 96th Regiment. At 16:55 the whole 23rd Regiment had attacked into the South Barracks and consolidated its gained position, covering the entire brigade’s complete entry into the inner city ditch at 18:00; it occupied Dongli Village and the Southwest Barracks and annihilated the greater part of the Nationalist 32nd Division’s 96th Regiment. At the same time the 29th Regiment of the 10th Brigade of the 4th Column also broke into the inner city ditch. Its 1st and 6th Companies, in close coordination, repeatedly broke 7 tank-accompanied counterattacks by forces of from one company to one regiment of the city defenders, annihilated more than 350, consolidated the breach and ensured that the brigade’s main force broke smoothly into the inner city ditch and pushed on to Zhongzheng Road. Immediately afterward the 7th Brigade, the 12th Brigade, the Independent 2nd Brigade of the Hebei-Shanxi Army Group and the Independent 7th Brigade of the Central Hebei Army Group also broke through the enemy positions one after another, occupied Fuxing Road, the Daxing Cotton Mill, the gasoline depot and other points, and began street fighting.

(IV) Fighting in the Urban Area

After breaking through the inner city ditch, the attacking units committed their second echelons in good time to speed the development into the depth of the urban area. The 11th Brigade of the 4th Column, which had the second-echelon mission, entered the urban area entirely at 23:00 on the 10th and thrust violently into the depth in 3 routes: one directed at the tall buildings held by the garrison along Zhongzheng Road; one attacking toward the railway station by way of Minsheng Road; and another driving straight to the garrison’s core positions by way of Xiumen. Part of the 2nd Battalion of that brigade’s 31st Regiment, with a captured guide, slipped in disguised into the headquarters of the 2nd Battalion of the garrison’s 94th Regiment and forced its surrender. The 3rd Company of the 29th Regiment, with resourcefulness and courage, pursued the fleeing troops and captured more than 400 at a warehouse at the east end of Minsheng Street. A platoon of the 33rd Regiment, by a flanking, roundabout maneuver, annihilated in full a company of the garrison making a counterattack. Together with the 10th Brigade, the 12th Brigade and the Independent 7th Brigade of the Central Hebei Army Group, that brigade by the morning of the 11th had swept the garrison east of the railway clear and was closing on its core works.

The 7th and 8th Brigades of the 3rd Column attacked forward along both sides of Zhongshan Road, and the garrison, holding tall buildings, resisted stubbornly. At 12:00 on the 11th the second-echelon 9th Brigade entered the battle and thrust fiercely into the depth along Ping’an Road; its 26th Regiment first coordinated with units of the Hebei-Shanxi Army Group in attacking Beijiao Village from the flank, and then attacked the North Barracks garrison fiercely. The regiment, by machine-gun and hand-grenade fire, shot down the drawbridge of the city defenders, attacked into the North Barracks under dense covering fire, and captured more than 300.

In the street fighting the units used houses, breaking through walls and linking courtyards, avoiding movement in straight lines along streets and lanes, and thus reduced casualties. The attacking units strengthened the accompanying guns of each assault team and, by squad and platoon, carried out roundabout envelopment into the depth of the urban area, and vigorously launched a political offensive, so that the garrison disintegrated one group after another. To overcome the difficulties of command, commanders at all levels relied on command by the level just above, and made active contact upward, downward and with neighboring units, and strengthened wired and wireless telephone communications of the command posts at all levels; for the first time, walkie-talkies were used between the Field Army headquarters and the columns. The units made full use of simple means of communication and liaison such as road signs, marker soldiers, lights, secret signals and sound signals, strengthening communications in the street fighting. With military blows and the political offensive going hand in hand, the units advanced swiftly, and after a day and night of fierce fighting most of the urban area of Shijiazhuang had been occupied, and the garrisons of Yuan Village and Peng Village in the outer city ditch were annihilated in full by the Central Hebei Army Group. The remnants of the Security 9th and 10th Regiments at Beijiao surrendered to the Hebei-Shanxi Army Group.

On the morning of the 12th the Nationalist garrison, the 32nd Division headquarters and the remnants of the 95th Regiment, supported by the fire of air force aircraft, tanks and armored trains, still held out stubbornly in their core works. The Field Army headquarters at once readjusted its dispositions: the 11th Brigade of the 4th Column was to attack the railway station and the Zhengtai Hotel, to create conditions for the whole army’s converging attack on the Dashiqiao (Big Stone Bridge); the 4th Column was ordered to cross the predetermined operational boundary line to coordinate with the 3rd Column in annihilating as quickly as possible the Nationalist forces holding the core works; and the 9th and 10th Brigades were to step up their attack on the Dashiqiao (Big Stone Bridge) garrison from the North Barracks. Subsequently the 11th Brigade’s units, by continuous demolition, destroyed the garrison’s armored train, and used captured tanks and prisoners of war to fire on the garrison holding the Zhengtai Hotel and the Dashiqiao (Big Stone Bridge), and after fierce fighting took the railway station and the Zhengtai Hotel.

At 8:00 on the 12th the Field Army headquarters issued the order for the general assault on the core positions at the Dashiqiao (Big Stone Bridge). The 3rd Column from the west and south, the 4th Column from the east and northeast, and the Hebei-Shanxi Army Group from the northwest launched the general attack. Under the violent blows of the Field Army the remaining garrison was wholly annihilated by 11:00, capturing Liu Ying, Commander of the Nationalist 32nd Division and concurrently Shijiazhuang Garrison Commander; at 12:00 the Fan Village garrison was forced to surrender. More than 400 who fled in rout to the north were also wiped out in full by the 4th Brigade of the 2nd Column in the area east of Lingshou. After 7 days and nights, the fortified-city assault on Shijiazhuang ended in victory.

(V) Taking Yuanshi City

After the liberation of Shijiazhuang, the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army, with the Independent 7th and 8th Brigades of the Central Hebei Army Group and the 34th and 35th Regiments of the Taihang Military Region, supported by the howitzer battalion of the East China Field Army, 1 field artillery battalion of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Artillery Brigade, and the engineer battalion of the 3rd Column, attacked Yuanshi city, the isolated strongpoint south of Shijiazhuang.

This city was the then well-known “Stone City” of North China; its wall was built of blocks of stone, 20 meters high and 5 meters thick, and the garrison, over 4,000 men, were die-hard landlords, special agents and local armed men. Because the PLA had attacked the city several times without taking it, the garrison’s morale was very high. On November 17 the Independent 7th and 8th Brigades of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army, under powerful artillery cover, first took the four passes of Yuanshi and began tense and arduous tunnel operations, while the garrison counter-dug tunnels and flooded the city moat to destroy the tunnels the PLA was digging. After 13 days and nights, of the 24 tunnels dug by the field army, 6 succeeded, each loaded with 3,000 to 7,000 kilograms of explosives. At 15:00 on December 3 the field army launched the general assault on the Yuanshi garrison, the 6 tunnels were detonated at the same time, and the city’s defenders, amid a tremendous roar and thick smoke, were blown to powder; over 4,000 were annihilated in full, and Yuanshi was declared liberated.

In the Shijiazhuang campaign the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army annihilated in full the Nationalist 32nd Division, which was defending the city, the Hebei Security Column, and the security police and returned-home corps of 19 counties including Zhengding and Yuanshi, a total strength of more than 24,800; it captured 9 tanks, more than 100 guns, more than 10,000 weapons (pieces) of various kinds, 5 armored trains, 40 locomotives, 280 motor vehicles and large quantities of ammunition and materiel. The Field Army suffered 2,964 wounded and 988 killed, 3,952 in all.



III. Case Analysis

The victory in the Shijiazhuang campaign enabled the PLA to open up the hub of the Beijing–Hankow, Zhengding–Taiyuan and Shijiazhuang–Dezhou railways and joined the two great liberated areas of Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei and Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan into one, opening a new situation for operations in North China.

(I) Making Full Use of the Opportunity Was the Prerequisite for Victory

This campaign was launched immediately upon the end of the Qingfengdian Campaign, taking advantage of the garrison’s emptiness. At that time the main force of the 3rd Army, which had originally defended Shijiazhuang, had been annihilated in the Qingfengdian Campaign; the garrison consisted only of 1 division and 1 security column, in extreme panic and wavering, with strong works but weak troop strength, isolated and with little prospect of relief. Although the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army had fought continuously and was relatively fatigued, its morale was high, its capability in assaulting fortified positions had been greatly raised, and the enthusiasm of the people of the liberated areas in supporting the front was higher than ever before. Therefore the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army’s campaign resolve to take Shijiazhuang was built on a basis of real certainty of victory. At the same time, in drawing up the campaign plan, the possibility of Nationalist reinforcement was fully taken into account: while planning the fortified-city assault, full preparations were made for striking the relief force, and sufficient relief-striking strength was deployed, which put the realization of the resolve on a still more secure basis. Therefore, although Shijiazhuang was a city strongly fortified by the Nationalists, the PLA nevertheless took it in only 7 days and nights.

(II) Careful and Full Campaign Preparation Was a Powerful Guarantee of Victory

After the Qingfengdian Campaign, the units at once carried out all kinds of preparatory work in accordance with the mission of attacking Shijiazhuang. On the third day after victory in the Qingfengdian Campaign, the Field Army’s front Party committee convened an enlarged conference of cadres at brigade level and above and, in accordance with the instructions of the Central Military Commission and under the personal guidance of Commander-in-Chief Zhu De, made a detailed study of the operational plan and campaign preparations in light of the enemy situation at Shijiazhuang. Emphasis was placed on the following campaign preparations: First, organizing campaign reconnaissance to ascertain further the situation of the garrison. From the documents of the Nationalist 3rd Army captured in the Qingfengdian Campaign and the interrogation of prisoners, the units learned of the fortification of the Shijiazhuang garrison, and on that basis organized on-the-spot surveys and close-in reconnaissance by the personnel concerned, ascertaining further the strength and dispositions of the defending forces, the allocation of fire, the construction of works and auxiliary defensive installations. Second, mobilizing the masses deeply, drawing on the masses’ strength and ideas. The units responded warmly to the call of the Field Army’s front committee to carry out military democracy vigorously, mobilized the masses deeply to raise difficulties and think up methods, and held meetings of various kinds with Party organizations at all levels as the core. They studied the experiences and lessons of past fortified-position assaults, and gave full play to the initiative of the local soldiers who had been added to the units after the Qingfengdian Campaign, having them describe the defensive works of the Shijiazhuang garrison, and jointly studied tactics for approaching and crossing the city ditches, destroying electrified fences, crossing roads, demolishing bunkers, and dealing with tanks and armored trains. Third, carrying out rational combat organization and full preparation of supplies and equipment. First, in light of the characteristics of the fortified-city assault, combat groups were organized, divided into assault, demolition, grenade-throwing, fire, ladder and logistics groups, with ample explosives and hand grenades prepared. Special transport detachments were organized at all levels to ensure the timely forwarding of ammunition. Fourth, organizing the people to support vigorously. In this campaign, organized militia taking part in the battle numbered more than 11,000, laborers more than 82,000, stretchers 10,000 pairs, large carts more than 4,000 and draft animals more than 10,000 head. They carried forward more than 80,000 artillery shells, 1,500,000 rounds of ammunition of various kinds, 60,000 jin of explosives, 200,000 jin of assault equipment, and more than 240,000 jin of staple and subsidiary food. Because all the campaign preparation work was both full and reliable, complete victory in the campaign was guaranteed.

(III) Courageous Fighting and Skillful Tactics Were the Key to Victory

After the Shijiazhuang Campaign, Zhu De, Commander-in-Chief of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, pointed out at a meeting of field army cadres: “In this battle the soldiers were very brave, and not only brave, they achieved bravery combined with skill”; “the greatest gain is that we have raised our tactics, learned to assault fortified positions, and learned to fight big cities.” “Bravery plus skill” was an important reason for victory in this campaign. Because the participating units carried out ideological mobilization in depth, generally conducted emulation campaigns of killing the enemy and winning merit, studied city-assault techniques and tactics in depth, and made all the preparations carefully, they fought both tenaciously and skillfully. Shijiazhuang was a strongly fortified city, and for the PLA to take a city of this type was still a first; with no aircraft or tanks and only a small amount of artillery support, it flexibly and skillfully applied the tactics of assaulting fortified positions: first taking the four suburbs and sweeping up the outer perimeter; relying on villages, reshaping the terrain and extending communication trenches from the ground to build attack positions; then breaking through the city-ditch defense lines in turn and opening street fighting; and thrusting into the garrison’s core positions and annihilating the enemy in full. In the campaign’s tactical application, there were the following features. First, powerful technical measures were adopted. For example, the terrain was vigorously reshaped so that personnel, horses, artillery and vehicles avoided moving on the surface. Given the long distance for movement to close with the enemy, the open terrain and the garrison’s advantage in aircraft and artillery, the units put forward the slogan “Where the men go, the works go,” and carried out earthwork operations from front to rear and from points to lines, with counter-trench operations and tunnel operations at the same time, forming a net-like attack jump-off position of trenches linked with communication trenches, which was both convenient for concealment and convenient for bringing fire to bear; the garrison on the ground could not see the targets of the assault units, so that its aircraft and guns lost their proper effect, effectively preserving the PLA and shortening the assault distance. At the same time, the combination of tunnel demolition and large external demolition raised the effect of the demolitions, and also placed an enormous spiritual threat on the defenders and shook their confidence in the defense. After being captured, the commander of the Nationalist 94th Regiment said: “On the first evening we saw a plain before our positions; at dawn the next day your bunkers had come right up in front of us, and the ground was covered with communication trenches, and we knew it was no use.” Second, tactical means of attacking from four sides and breaking through at key points, of thrusting in and splitting apart combined with nailing down each nail, were adopted. The Field Army used 2 main-force columns to strike toward the center and 2 local army groups to give vigorous supporting attacks, the primary and the secondary coordinating and responding to each other, which both ensured a smooth breakthrough and kept up the strength for continuous assaults into the depth of the garrison; in the campaign’s steps, they first took the outer perimeter and the inner and outer city ditches and then converged on the core positions, giving the garrison an ever-greater sense of being struck. Against individual strong points in the outer perimeter a few troops were assigned to surround and attack them while the main force thrust violently into the enemy’s depth. In the fighting in the urban districts, the spirit of independent operation by small detachments was brought into play, each fighting on its own, avoiding streets, breaking through courtyard walls and going through houses and courtyards to circle round to the enemy’s flanks and rear, both bold and fierce and also steady and sure, consolidating each point as soon as it was taken, and annihilating the enemy piece by piece with flexibility and mobility. Third, fire, demolition and assault were closely combined, with artillery fire organized in a unified way and the division of labor close. The Field Army’s Artillery Brigade was divided into 4 groups in all, each group using fires of all kinds in combination and further divided into several fire teams; the works of the defending enemy were numbered and fire missions assigned accordingly; the fire raid began at a unified time, suppressing by violent fire the defenders’ fire points, trenches, auxiliary defensive installations and depth targets. Under cover of fire the demolition groups carried out continuous demolition of the remaining fire points and obstacles, and the assault teams, exploiting the artillery fire and the effect of the demolitions, launched their charge without losing the moment; after the breakthrough, units (sub-units) were at once designated to be responsible for consolidating and quickly widening the breach and beating back the garrison’s successive counterattacks, and the second echelons at each level were committed in good time to widen the gains.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





22. The Laiyang Campaign of the Eastern Army Group of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1947.12.4–12.29)




Case Summary

When the Eastern Army Group of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (later renamed the Shandong Army Group), having smashed the Nationalist attacks on East Jiaodong, turned over to the counteroffensive, it carried out an assault on the fortified city of Laiyang against its garrison. In this campaign more than 17,000 of the enemy were annihilated, Laiyang, the central city of the East Jiaodong area, and a large expanse of liberated area were recovered, and the broad East Jiaodong area, apart from Qingdao, Yantai, Fushan, Penglai and Longkou, was thereby effectively brought under control, laying a foundation for the later recovery of lost ground in Shandong.



I. Pre-War Situation

After the Nationalist forces had occupied more than 10 cities and towns in East Jiaodong, the Eastern Army Group of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, in order to open up the Shandong situation further and clear out the remaining enemy in East Jiaodong so as to consolidate the PLA’s rear base, launched the campaign to recover Laiyang.

(I) The Nationalist Intentions and Dispositions

In order to continue to control East Jiaodong, the Nationalist army, with its limited strength, apart from making the Qingdao area and some of the main towns and ports along the northern coastline its main defensive emphasis, controlled in the interior of East Jiaodong several isolated strongpoints including Laiyang city, intending to split and destroy the liberated area and restrict the movements of the PLA, and to serve as a support for a renewed attack into the interior of East Jiaodong. Its dispositions were as follows: the Reorganized 8th Division defended the long coastal chain of points at Longkou, Penglai, Fushan, Yantai and Weihai (its 42nd Brigade’s 2 regiments and the 103rd Brigade’s 1 regiment were then being shipped by sea from Yantai to Qingdao). The Reorganized 54th Division, with the 8th Brigade and one regiment (less one battalion) of the 36th Brigade, defended Haiyang. The 106th Regiment of the 36th Brigade and the 1st Battalion of the 108th Regiment, with one howitzer company and one mountain-gun company attached, more than 4,000 men in all, together with the Laiyang Security Brigade, the 5th Column’s special service company, the returned-home regiment and other motley armed groups of more than 5,000 men, defended Laiyang city. The Reorganized 64th Division, the 189th Brigade of the Reorganized 54th Division and the 76th Brigade of the Reorganized 9th Division, having been heavily struck by the interior-line army groups, were concentrated in the area of Lingshan and south of it, resting and awaiting orders. The main force of the Reorganized 9th Division and the Reorganized 25th Division had already been shipped successively from Qingdao and Yantai to Shanghai and transferred to the Central Plains theater.

Laiyang was the heartland and communications hub of the East Jiaodong liberated area. The Nationalist army had occupied the city for more than 3 months and built fairly solid works, setting abatis, outer moats, barbed wire and other obstacles; the four passes of the city and the West Gate had large ground bunkers; on the city wall, in the houses near the wall and at every intersection in the city there were firing installations and bunkers; and the Confucian Temple and the northern section of Dasi Street were the emphasis of its defense in depth.

(II) The Intentions and Dispositions of the Eastern Army Group of the East China Field Army

On November 30, 1947, the Eastern Army Group moved north to the area south of Laiyang and on both banks of the Wulong River. In order to pull out the Nationalist “nail” in the heartland of the East Jiaodong liberated area and tie down the Nationalist forces in East Jiaodong so that they could not detach troops to other theaters, the army group resolved: taking advantage of the moment when the Nationalist forces were short of strength, their main force huddled in Qingdao, and elsewhere their defense weak, scattered and isolated, to attack the Laiyang garrison and seek to annihilate part of the relief force. For this the following campaign dispositions were made: the 7th Column (with the 19th, 20th and 21st Divisions), with 1 howitzer company and 1 heavy mortar company attached, was to besiege Laiyang city and annihilate the garrison. The 2nd Column (with the 4th, 5th and 6th Divisions), also commanding the units of the Nanhai Military Sub-district, was to build positions in the Dayetou, Shuigoutou and Beiyan areas and take on the mission of blocking the Nationalist forces coming to the relief from Qingdao, that is, from the direction of Jimo, and seek to annihilate part of them. The 9th Column (with the 25th, 26th and 27th Divisions) was located north of Zuocun and east of the Wulong River, awaiting an opportunity to block and annihilate the relief force. The 13th Column (with the 37th, 38th and 39th Divisions), apart from using part of its force to watch the Nationalist Reorganized 54th Division at Haiyang, moved its main force to the Wulong Village area to await an opportunity to block and annihilate the relief force.



II. Course of Operations

The Laiyang Campaign was a fortified-city assault. In order to gain time and annihilate the Laiyang garrison as quickly as possible, the Eastern Army Group of the East China Field Army, without having completed tunnel operations, first took the suburban passes on the outer perimeter and then, by a method that combined splitting and annihilating the enemy inside the city with blocking the enemy outside it, finally took Laiyang.

(I) Taking the Outer-Perimeter Passes

At dusk on December 4, the 7th Column of the Eastern Army Group of the East China Field Army attacked the Nationalist forces at the outer-perimeter strongpoints of Laiyang and those holding the suburban passes. That night the 20th Division in a single stroke took the South Pass and annihilated its entire garrison. The 21st Division, having in the course of closing with the enemy annihilated the Nationalist forces at Wugezhuang and Cheshan on the outer perimeter of Laiyang, on the 5th took the East Pass, annihilating part of its defenders and beating off a Nationalist counterattack. At dawn on the 5th the 19th Division surrounded the garrisons at Mashan on the outer perimeter west and north of Laiyang city and at East and West Tingershan, and part of it thrust into the West Pass of Laiyang city. By the 7th, in the fighting at the outer-perimeter passes, more than one battalion of Nationalist troops and part of the stubborn local armed groups had been annihilated. After taking the passes the units successively carried out tunnel operations to prepare for the assault on the city. To disrupt the 7th Column’s assault on the city, the Nationalists carried out planned rotating bombardments of the 7th Column’s positions, and the units suffered fairly heavy casualties.

(II) Annihilating the Laiyang Garrison

Just as the 7th Column was besieging Laiyang, the Nationalists, in order to relieve Laiyang, successively detached the strength of 8 brigades, formed in 2 echelons, and sent them north from Qingdao and Jimo in batches. Their first echelon, the Reorganized 64th Division and the 198th and 57th Brigades of the Reorganized 54th Division, 4 brigades in all, advanced on the 6th from Lingshan to Jiangshanji, and on the morning of the 7th to the line of Jiejiaze, Baojiashan and Liujiabu, where they were blocked by units of the Nanhai Military Sub-district of the Jiaodong Military Region, and on the 8th reached the line of Shicheng and Majiapo. In order to gain time to annihilate the Laiyang garrison, the Eastern Army Group of the East China Field Army, without waiting for the tunnel operations to be completed, decided to launch a general attack on the garrison at 2:00 on the 9th. Before dawn on the 9th the 60th Regiment of the 20th Division first broke through the wall on the east section of the South Gate; the 19th and 21st Divisions then also broke through successively at the east and west gates of the city; the 57th Regiment of the 19th Division attacked toward East Tingershan, and the Nationalist forces, with the covering support of a relief force at the North Pass, broke out at dawn; the 57th Regiment at once followed on their tracks into the North Pass and swiftly developed southward, annihilating part of the garrison. After the units had broken through the garrison’s city wall they quickly developed into the depth, split the garrison and opened street fighting. That afternoon the 20th Division took the garrison’s howitzer position and annihilated its artillery company and the 5th Column’s special service company; the 19th Division annihilated the mountain-gun companies in the northwest and southwest corners of the city and then annihilated one company of the West Bozi garrison; the 21st Division annihilated about 2 companies of the garrison in the northeast part of the city and at the Confucian Temple. At this point the greater part of the garrison had been annihilated, and the remnant of about one battalion of Nationalist troops, under the command of the commander of the 106th Regiment, huddled in the core positions of the City God Temple and the county government and resisted stubbornly.

That night the 7th Column, with the 20th and 21st Divisions, attacked the Nationalist core positions at the City God Temple; because the works were solid and the fire dense, several attacks failed, and only the 19th Division took the Nationalist county government strongpoint at dawn on the 10th. That day the dispositions were readjusted, and at 2:00 on the 11th another attack was launched on the Nationalists at the City God Temple; because of violent counterfire from the garrison’s artillery the units suffered heavy casualties and at dawn withdrew to their original positions. In order to annihilate the remnants quickly, on the 12th the army group resolved to transfer the 37th Division of the 13th Column to take over the mission of the 7th Column; that division’s first attack also failed, so it reorganized the fighting and attacked again at 21:00 on the 13th; the units, under cover of violent artillery fire, broke in courageously and, after more than 2 hours of fierce fighting, annihilated the remaining enemy in full.

(III) Blocking the Relief Force Rushing to Laiyang

On the 12th, while the Eastern Army Group was annihilating the remaining enemy in Laiyang city, the Nationalist force coming north to the relief, under Huang Guoliang, commander of the Reorganized 64th Division, with the 198th Brigade and part of the Reorganized 64th Division, covered by aircraft and tanks, launched continuous violent attacks on the Shuigoutou blocking positions of the 6th Division of the army group’s 2nd Column, striving to rush to the relief of Laiyang and declaring “if we cannot take Shuigoutou, we are willing to send our heads to Qingdao.” The 2nd Column, relying on favorable terrain and works, resolutely blocked and defeated several attacks. The Nationalists then, with 2 regiments covered by tanks, along both sides of the Jimo–Laiyang highway, attacked the positions of the 16th and 17th Regiments of the 6th Division; under the resolute resistance of the interior-line army group they suffered heavy casualties. In the afternoon the 16th Regiment’s position was broken through by the Nationalists, and the 12th Regiment of the 4th Division was urgently transferred to strengthen the defense of the north bank of the Zhu River at Shuigoutou. That night the 6th Division’s counterattack on the enemy who had broken in did not succeed, so the interior-line army group adjusted its defensive dispositions and contracted its positions: the 5th Division relieved the 6th Division in the defense of Lijiating; the 6th Division’s 17th and 18th Regiments (the 16th Regiment having been withdrawn to rest) strengthened the frontal defense at Shuigoutou with all their strength; the 4th Division occupied the area of Lushang, Tiangezhuang and Shang-Xiamazhuang on the east bank of the Dagu River, forming a defense in depth; and the units of the Nanhai Military Sub-district strengthened the defense of Nanzhai to prevent the Nationalists from flanking Shuigoutou.

At 8:00 on the 13th the Nationalists, relying on the positions they had taken and under dense covering artillery fire, attacked the positions of the 18th Regiment; although they suffered heavy casualties they added troops and attacked fiercely, and the 18th Regiment, having suffered considerable casualties, was forced to withdraw, the Nationalists taking the Xiaoyuzi positions. At 14:00 the Nationalists, with one regiment, made a flanking move on the right wing along the waterway from Tiangezhuang, were blocked by units of the Nanhai Military Sub-district, and at 15:00 took Nanzhai and Fanjiating. That evening, as soon as the Eastern Army Group had cleared the remnants in Laiyang city, it ordered the 2nd Column to use part of its force to conduct a mobile defense northeast of Shuigoutou, covering the main force’s withdrawal from its present positions. The column used part of the 6th Division to feint and pin the Nationalist army in front, while its main force withdrew north under concealment to the line of Taitou and Fengjiabo. On the same day the Nationalist second echelon, 4 brigades — apart from the 16th Brigade of the Reorganized 9th Division left to defend Lingshan — the 42nd and 103rd Brigades of the Reorganized 8th Division and one and a half brigades of the Reorganized 54th Division (shipped from Haiyang to Qingdao), had arrived in the Linquandian area south of Shuigoutou.

After the Eastern Army Group withdrew from Shuigoutou, the Nationalists on the morning of the 14th occupied the place and had the Reorganized 54th Division and the 57th Brigade defend the Shuigoutou area, while the main force continued northward along the Jimo–Laiyang highway. The 2nd Column, by mobile defense, inflicted heavy casualties on the attacking Nationalists, and at 16:00 on the 15th left the battlefield, preparing to shift south to northern Jiangsu to reinforce the interior-line army group on the northern Jiangsu theater.

(IV) Beating Back the Renewed Relief

In order to retake Laiyang, on the 16th the Nationalists committed their second echelon, the Reorganized 54th Division and the 42nd Brigade of the Reorganized 8th Division, and continued to attack toward Laiyang city along both sides of the Jimo–Laiyang highway; the Eastern Army Group at once used the 13th Column to occupy positions on both sides of the highway and block them frontally, and used the 9th Column on the right wing to coordinate with the 13th Column in blocking the Nationalists. The 7th Column withdrew west to the area between Laiyang and Ye County to rest. On the 19th the Nationalists attacked the positions of the Eastern Army Group’s 13th Column along Xindian and Taoyuanzhuang, were beaten back, and suffered more than 300 casualties.

On the 20th and 21st the Nationalists attacked Xiaojiating, Hejiating and other places and were killed or wounded by the Eastern Army Group to the number of more than 500. On the 22nd the Nationalists advanced to Xiaoheyuan and Zhougezhuang, and brought up tanks in support, and were blocked stage by stage along the way by the Eastern Army Group’s 13th and 9th Columns, their casualties reaching over a thousand.

In response to the Nationalist reinforcing units’ deep and rash advance, the army group’s commanders resolved to concentrate forces to annihilate one part or the greater part of them in the area south of Laiyang, and at once adjusted their dispositions: the 9th Column and part of the main force of the 13th Column were to block the Nationalists resolutely in front; the 7th Column was to make a flanking move southward from the right wing and, in coordination with the units of the Nanhai Military Sub-district, to attack their flank and rear, first seeking to throw their attacking formation into confusion and split it, and then, as the situation permitted, to concentrate its main force to annihilate the Nationalists.

From the 23rd to the 25th, the 13th Column blocked the Nationalists at the positions of Hejiating, Chenjiaxiaofu and Jiangjunding, contested with them repeatedly more than 10 times, and finally beat back the Nationalist attack, killing or wounding more than 3,600. The 7th Column on the 22nd crossed the Dagu River westward and by way of Dianzi, Guxian and Xiagezhuang made a flanking move south, and on the 23rd occupied the Jiangshanji area, posing a serious threat to the Nationalists’ flank and rear; on the 25th, south of Jiangshanji, it captured a jeep of the US Marine Corps and killed, wounded or captured 5 US troops.

The Nationalists attacking Laiyang, with their frontal attack frustrated and their flank and rear threatened, hastily retreated on the 26th from the line of Taoyuanzhuang and Zhujiaqingfu and Xiaoheyuan, and on the 29th fell back to the Lingshan area. Because the attacking Nationalists had contracted, the 2nd Column had been transferred elsewhere, and the 7th Column had suffered fairly heavy casualties in taking Laiyang city, the Eastern Army Group decided to abandon the plan of again annihilating the relief force, and the campaign thereby ended.



III. Case Analysis

The assault on Laiyang quickly opened up the Jiaodong situation, tied down the Nationalist army, and favorably safeguarded the operations of the PLA’s exterior-line army groups in the Central Plains theater.

(I) Choosing the Campaign Direction and Quickly Opening Up the Jiaodong Situation

At that time the Nationalist forces were insufficient in the Jiaodong area, and their strongpoints were in a passive position, isolated and scattered. How to take advantage of this weakness and correctly choose the campaign direction and attack objective was the key question deciding the development of the situation. After a comprehensive analysis of the situation of both sides, the commanders of the Eastern Army Group of the East China Field Army decided to point the campaign direction at Laiyang city in the heartland of East Jiaodong. The main grounds for this decision were: first, taking Laiyang would eliminate a threat to the vitals of the East Jiaodong liberated area, favoring the consolidation and development of the East Jiaodong liberated area and making it a strategic base and rear for liberating the whole of Shandong; second, it would cut the land communications from Qingdao to the strongpoints of Longkou, Penglai, Yantai and Weihai, so that the Nationalist army would lose its support and supply base for controlling the interior of East Jiaodong; third, Laiyang was both a vital point of the Nationalist army and an isolated city weakly defended, which favored the PLA’s quick capture of the city and annihilation of its defenders; fourth, the PLA’s attack on Laiyang could tie down a large number of Nationalist troops in the East Jiaodong area, making it hard for them to be detached for use in other theaters. Practice proved that selecting Laiyang as the campaign direction quickly opened up the Jiaodong situation and at the same time tied down the Nationalist army, safeguarding the movements of the main force of the East China Field Army in the Central Plains theater.

(II) Grasping the Crux of the Campaign and Concentrating Forces to Block the Relief Force

After the Nationalist army had suffered heavy blows, although it contracted its defense zone and made Qingdao the main defensive emphasis of its principal forces, it still strove to control Laiyang as the central base supporting the broken situation in East Jiaodong and linking the points along the northern coast. Therefore, although the Laiyang garrison was an isolated and weak enemy, easy to annihilate, an attack on Laiyang was certain to meet the Nationalists’ all-out, desperate relief or repeated contest. Hence whether Laiyang could be taken and held depended on whether the Nationalist relief could be smashed. To grasp this crux firmly, the commanders of the army group took a series of measures: first, in the use of forces, they concentrated the main forces to block the relief, while using part of their strength for the assault on the city. Second, they chose the blocking area correctly. The Shuigoutou area was the throat southwest of Laiyang city and a place the Nationalists must contest to relieve Laiyang from the north; the Eastern Army Group seized it first and built works there on favorable terrain to defend it, which played a great part in ensuring the annihilation of the Laiyang garrison and the defeat of the relief force. Third, they organized counterattacks in good time to frustrate the relief force’s attack. In the blocking action at Shuigoutou, for example, forces were organized to strike the Nationalists in the flank and spoil their attack. And in the blocking action at Jiangjunling, they counterattacked actively, contested with the other side repeatedly more than ten times, and afterwards used the 7th Column and units of the Nanhai Military Sub-district to make a flanking move and attack the flank and rear, forcing the whole line to retreat in haste, thereby smashing the Nationalist attempt to retake Laiyang.

(III) Close Campaign Coordination, with Assault on the City and Striking the Relief Force Mutually Supporting

Although the Laiyang Campaign succeeded in taking the city, it faced attack by powerful Nationalist relief forces, so in this battle there was both a city to assault and a relief force to strike. The Eastern Army Group of the East China Field Army, while one column assaulted the city, used 3 columns and the military sub-district units to block the relief as opportunity offered. When the 7th Column was short of strength in the fortified-position assault, the 13th Column was transferred in to strengthen the attack and finally took Laiyang city; at the same time the blocking units resisted stubbornly the Nationalists rushing to the relief, ensuring the smooth taking of Laiyang. After Laiyang was taken, the whole campaign deployment was adjusted according to the Nationalist reinforcement, and the relief force was blocked along the entire line and finally beaten back. Thus close coordination between assaulting the city and striking the relief force ensured the overall operational effect.

(Yao Zengtong)





23. The Assault on Xuchang by the 3rd Column of the 1st Army Group of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1947.12.14–12.15)




Case Summary

After the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army, the East China Field Army and the Chen (Geng)–Xie (Fuzhi) Army Group, the three great forces, had advanced into the Central Plains and completed the strategic deployment, in order to smash the Nationalist encirclement and attack on the Dabie Mountains area, the units of the East China Field Army sortied from central Shandong toward western Henan, the Henan-Anhui-Jiangsu area, and the Hubei-Henan-Anhui area. To coordinate with the operations of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army in the Dabie Mountains area, the East China Field Army and the Chen-Xie Army Group launched the Beijing–Hankow and Longhai railway wrecking campaign. The 3rd Column of the 1st Army Group of the East China Field Army took on the mission of wrecking the railway from Guanting to Xuchang and seizing Xuchang as opportunity offered. In the assault on Xuchang the 3rd Column annihilated a total of 6,522 of the garrison, while suffering 630 killed and wounded itself. The capture of Xuchang cut the Nationalist army’s communications lifeline at the waist and removed a major obstacle to the PLA’s mobile operations; it not only consolidated the Central Plains liberated area but also effectively coordinated with the operations of the Chen-Xie Army Group, supported the operations of the armies of Liu (Bocheng) and Deng (Xiaoping), and joined the East Henan and West Henan base areas into one.



I. Pre-War Situation

In order to change the Central Plains situation further and to coordinate with the operations of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army in the Dabie Mountains area, part of the East China Field Army and the Chen (Geng)–Xie (Fuzhi) Army Group launched the Beijing–Hankow and Longhai railway wrecking campaign, and the 3rd Column of the 1st Army Group of the East China Field Army was ordered to attack the railway from Guanting to Xuchang and seize Xuchang as opportunity offered.

(I) The East China Field Army and the Chen-Xie Army Group Launch the Beijing–Hankow and Longhai Railway Wrecking Campaign

From July to September 1947 the Chinese People’s Liberation Army turned from the strategic defensive to the strategic offensive. The main force of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army leapt into the Dabie Mountains, the main force of the East China Field Army advanced into the Henan-Anhui-Jiangsu area, and the Chen-Xie Army Group (the 4th and 9th Columns of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army and the 38th Army) broke into the Henan-Shaanxi-Hubei area; the three great forces advanced into the Central Plains, and after more than 4 months of arduous operations on interior and exterior lines they victoriously completed the strategic deployment. The Nationalist army, in order to hold the Central Plains, manage South China and block the PLA’s offensive, apart from massing 33 brigades to concentrate on encircling and attacking the Liu-Deng Field Army (the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army) in the Dabie Mountains area, still controlled the Beijing–Hankow and Longhai railways in the Central Plains, with every city and important point along the lines held by strong forces, in an attempt to use the convenience of rapid mobility by railway to block the PLA’s advance and contest the Central Plains with it.

To smash the Nationalist intention of encircling and attacking the PLA in the Dabie Mountains area, the PLA units in the Central Plains area, in accordance with the instructions of the Central Military Commission on coordinating with the operations of the armies of Liu and Deng, with interior and exterior lines cooperating, and on consolidating and expanding the Central Plains liberated area, in July 1947 formed the exterior-line army groups of the East China Field Army: the 1st, 3rd and 4th Columns as the 1st Army Group, the 6th and 8th Columns as the 2nd Army Group, and the 10th and 11th Columns (the 11th Column being an establishment of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army, temporarily under the command of the East China Field Army) as the 3rd Army Group, which sortied from central Shandong and, through continuous operations, opened up the liberated areas of West Henan, Henan-Anhui-Jiangsu and Hubei-Henan-Anhui. In mid-December the army groups of the East China Field Army successively reached the areas north and south of the Longhai railway and east of the Beijing–Hankow railway. In order further to change the situation of the whole Central Plains theater, sever the Nationalist army’s communications lifeline, create more opportunities for annihilating the enemy and coordinate with the operations of the armies of Liu and Deng, the CCP Central Military Commission decided that part of the East China Field Army and the Chen-Xie Army Group would in mid-December launch the Beijing–Hankow and Longhai railway wrecking campaign, cutting the Beijing–Hankow railway and the Min(quan)–Lan(feng) section of the Longhai line, taking the important points along the lines, and compelling the Nationalist army to divide its forces to return to the rescue, so as then to annihilate it as opportunity offered.

The 1st Army Group’s mission was to wreck the Zhengzhou-to-Xuchang section of the Beijing–Hankow railway; the 2nd Army Group was to resist in the Taikang, Zhecheng and Qi County areas the westward relief by the Nationalist 5th Army and the Reorganized 75th Division; the 3rd Army Group was responsible for wrecking the Liu(he)–Bian(liang) section of the railway and, as opportunity offered, taking Lanfeng, Minquan and other cities. Of these, the 3rd Column of the 1st Army Group took on the mission of wrecking the railway from Guanting to Xuchang and seizing Xuchang as opportunity offered.

(II) The Dispositions of the Xuchang Garrison

Xuchang city had walls on all four sides, about 6 meters high, with gates on the east, west, south and north; the moat encircled the wall, 6 to 15 meters wide and about 3 meters deep. In front of each of the east, west, south and north gates there was one bridge. The South Gate was a commercial quay, with works not sufficiently strong, and outside the moat were several lines of barbed wire; inside the gate were piled sandbags, and on both sides of the gate were built open bunkers; the bridge over the moat was a stone structure on which two motor vehicles were commonly parked. At the West Gate the moat was crossed by a simple wooden bridge made of 3 round logs with planks nailed on top, about 0.7 meter wide, and 3 low ground bunkers were found outside the gate. The North Gate was blocked up, the bridge over the moat outside the city had been demolished, leaving a bridge pier in the middle, and the works there were also fairly strong. The East Gate was blocked solid, and on both sides of the gate and in the gate tower there were ground (covered) bunkers and other firing works. In the depth of the city there were no works or installations, except for a high earth platform in the southeast corner on which open and covered bunkers, communication trenches and other works had been built.

The city was held by about 7,000 men. The newly arrived 115th Regiment of the 40th Division was the main force; its 1st Battalion held the wall east of the South Gate, its 2nd Battalion the South Gate and the west wall, and its 3rd Battalion the West Gate; part of the 1st Cavalry Brigade and the Special Commissioner’s Security Regiment held the East Gate; the Traffic Police Corps held the North Gate; the 40th Division’s special service battalion, 1 battalion of the 26th Brigade and the special service battalion of the 26th Army were the reserve, placed near the center of the city; and about 1 battalion of artillery was deployed in the area near the southeast corner of the city. The defense of the whole city was under the command of the commander of the 115th Regiment.

The garrison, fearing an assault on the city, hurriedly built works and prepared for a stubborn defense, hoping to rely on the city wall and the moat obstacle, and hurriedly strengthened the works to hold out obstinately. Judging from the garrison’s dispositions, the South Gate and West Gate were held by regular troops, but their strength was small and the front they had to cover fairly wide; the 115th Regiment, newly arrived at Xuchang, had built new works that were not strong, with few auxiliary defensive installations, and basically no works in depth, which was the weak point of the garrison’s defense. The part of the 1st Cavalry Brigade and the Special Commissioner’s Security Regiment defending the East Gate and the Traffic Police Corps defending the North Gate were mainly local troops of the garrison, but they had long been stationed at Xuchang, their strength was relatively large, the wall works were solid, and the gates were blocked, so they were easy to defend and hard to attack. In the depth were the 40th Division’s special service battalion, 1 battalion of the 26th Brigade and the 26th Army’s special service battalion as reserve, with about 1 battalion of artillery, but with basically no works to rely on, and their fighting power was not strong.

There were several military warehouses in Xuchang, with fairly large stocks of equipment and materiel of all kinds: several dozen guns, nearly a hundred motor vehicles, and some ammunition, tobacco, fuel and grain.

(III) The 3rd Column’s Operational Intentions and Dispositions

The higher command gave the 3rd Column the mission of wrecking the railway from Guanting to Xuchang and seizing Xuchang as opportunity offered. After 2 days of large-scale railway wrecking, it completed most of the wrecking mission, took 3 enemy strongpoints, at Heshangqiao, Suqiao and Changge, occupied the Xuchang railway station and the outer-perimeter passes of Xuchang, and the city was now isolated; the time for attack was relatively favorable. The other side had the advantage in equipment, but in numbers of troops the 3rd Column held a clear superiority. The 3rd Column’s 8th Division had already surrounded Xuchang, and the 7th Division was about to reach it. The 22nd and 23rd Regiments of the 8th Division had fairly strong fighting power. Attacking Xuchang with the 8th and 7th Divisions gave good certainty.

The 3rd Column’s offensive intention was to take Xuchang by multi-point attack, destroy the garrison’s army depot and supply base, cut the garrison’s supply line, and draw back the enemy attacking the Dabie Mountains area, thereby coordinating with the operations of the armies of Liu and Deng. The attack was to be launched at 23:00 on December 14 and the battle settled on the 15th.

The column deployed in 2 echelons, making the main breakthroughs at the South Gate and the West Gate, delivering the main attack into the depth of the urban area, and a supporting attack from the North Gate, besieging the Xuchang garrison on three sides. The 7th and 8th Divisions were used to attack the city: the 22nd Regiment of the 8th Division was to make the main attack from the South Gate and the 23rd Regiment from the West Gate, the 21st Regiment of the 7th Division was to make the supporting attack from the North Gate, and the 20th Regiment of the 7th Division and the 24th Regiment of the 8th Division were the reserve outside the West Gate, the 20th Regiment also using the strength of one company to stand guard outside the East Gate.



II. Course of Operations

After the operation began, the 3rd Column first broke through the city gates by demolition; the assault units burst into the urban area, opened street and lane fighting, and finally annihilated the garrison in full.

(I) Breaking Through the City Gates

At 18:00 on December 14 the units charged with the assault on the city completed their preparations. At about 23:00, on a unified signal, the artillery and heavy machine guns carried out a fire preparation on the South Gate, West Gate and North Gate and the areas near them. Meanwhile the assault detachments of the 22nd and 23rd Infantry Regiments carried out continuous demolitions against the South Gate and West Gate respectively, and the assault detachment of the 21st Infantry Regiment was bridging. The Xuchang garrison, relying on the gate towers and on the open (ground) bunkers on either side of the gates, suppressed the movements of the PLA assault detachments with fire. Under cover of artillery fire the attacking units at the South Gate, West Gate and North Gate launched their attacks at the same time.

The 1st Company of the 22nd Infantry Regiment carried out 3 successive demolitions that only blew a small hole in the city gate, so another demolition was organized, which blew the greater part of the gate open, and the assault detachment immediately launched its attack. At this point the garrison used incendiary shells to ignite motor vehicles loaded with oil drums that it had left on the bridge, forming a fire barrier, and with violent fire inflicted casualties on the assault detachment, which was forced to withdraw to its jump-off position, and the attack was frustrated.

In the 23rd Infantry Regiment the 3rd Battalion was the main attack and the 1st and 2nd Battalions were the second echelon. Under cover of fire the 8th Company, the main assault detachment of the 3rd Battalion, had its demolition men carry out 4 successive demolitions that blew the city gate open, and the assault detachment quickly burst into the city and seized the gate and the important points near it. At this point the garrison, with about one reinforced platoon, supported by 2 motor vehicles, counterattacked toward the West Gate, and the 8th Company annihilated them by blocking them frontally and striking their flank. After the whole 3rd Battalion had entered the city and was developing the attack north and south of the gate, 2 infantry companies of the garrison from the north side of the gate and 1 special service battalion from the direction of the street behind the City God Temple reinforced the West Gate separately; the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 23rd Infantry Regiment quickly joined the battle, annihilated the greater part of the garrison’s counterattacking troops and consolidated the breach.

The 21st Infantry Regiment used its 1st Battalion as the main attack and the 2nd and 3rd Battalions as the second echelon. After the assault company (the 1st Company) entered its position, it newly discovered that the moat was in two sections with a bridge pier in the middle, and at once organized bridging on the spot, thereby delaying the attack time, so that the attack was launched only at 24:00. On reaching the city gate they found it blocked both inside and outside, and withdrew again to prepare to set up ladders. Because the garrison concentrated its fire to seal off the routes across the bridge, and the fire team of the attacking unit was short of ammunition, the garrison’s fire could not be effectively suppressed; the third ladder-setting was unsuccessful, and the assault detachment suffered fairly heavy casualties; the battalion then organized 2 companies to assist and made a fourth ladder-setting, again suppressed by fire; the fourth ladder-setting also failed, and the assault detachment suffered fairly heavy casualties, the unit being held on the north side of the moat, preparing to organize ladder-setting again. By this time dawn had begun to break and the unit was forced to withdraw and stop the attack.

(II) Fighting in the Urban Area

According to the progress of the battle, at 5:00 on the 15th the column commander readjusted the assault dispositions. The 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 23rd Infantry Regiment quickly entered the battle, fought fiercely with the garrison reinforcing the West Gate and annihilated the greater part of it, part of it fleeing toward the center of the city. The 20th and 24th Infantry Regiments entered the battle behind the 23rd Infantry Regiment, and the 22nd Infantry Regiment and the 2nd Battalion of the 21st Infantry Regiment also entered the city by the West Gate and attacked toward the South Gate and North Gate respectively.

The 23rd Infantry Regiment annihilated the greater part of the garrison’s 7th and 8th Companies of the 115th Regiment that had reinforced the West Gate and of the 1 special service battalion of the reserve, consolidated and widened the breach, covered the entry of the 20th and 24th Infantry Regiments and of the 22nd Infantry Regiment and the 2nd Battalion of the 21st Regiment into the city through the West Gate, and fought street battles with the garrison’s reserve. The garrison several times organized forces of varying size to counterattack toward the West Gate, and used artillery to fire sporadically on the attacking units. By 7:00 on the 15th the 23rd Infantry Regiment, in coordination with the 20th Infantry Regiment which had joined the battle, had taken Jingxiang Street (井巷街), the street behind the City God Temple and part of Xishu Street, and when attacking toward West Main Street and Guanjia Lane met stubborn resistance from the city defenders and progress slowed.

In the attack of the 24th Infantry Regiment toward the southwest corner of the urban area it annihilated nearly one company of the garrison and at 7:30 on the 15th occupied the line of Miaoxi Street and the south side of the City God Temple. After entering the city through the West Gate the 22nd Infantry Regiment attacked toward the South Gate and by about 7:50 on the 15th had occupied the street districts south of the Dawang Temple. The 2nd Battalion of the 21st Infantry Regiment, after entering through the West Gate, attacked toward the North Gate, took more than 10 ground (covered) bunkers one after another, annihilated more than one company of the garrison, occupied the North Gate at 7:00 on the 15th, and received the 1st and 3rd Battalions of the infantry into the city. By about 7:50 part of the North Gate garrison had been annihilated by the attacking units and a small part fled toward the East Gate, while another part of the garrison was still resisting. At about 10:30 on the 15th the 23rd and 20th Infantry Regiments annihilated the greater part of the garrison’s reserve and occupied the center of the urban area; the 22nd and 24th Infantry Regiments occupied the South Gate; the 21st Infantry Regiment occupied the East Gate and the garrison’s artillery positions, and, in coordination with the 22nd and 24th Infantry Regiments, formed an encircling attack posture against the garrison in the southeast corner of the urban area. By 12:00 on the 15th the southeast corner of the urban area had been taken and the remaining enemy in the city cleaned out, ending the battle.

In the assault on Xuchang the 3rd Column of the East China Field Army annihilated a total of 6,522 Nationalist troops, of whom 152 were killed or wounded and 6,370 officers and men of the garrison were captured, and seized most of the garrison’s weapons and ammunition. Its own casualties were 630, of whom 95 were killed, 532 wounded and 3 missing.



III. Case Analysis

The assault on Xuchang was an important battle fought by the PLA in the Central Plains theater after its turn to the strategic offensive, and held an important place and role in the Beijing–Hankow and Longhai railway wrecking campaign. The capture of Xuchang cut the Nationalist army’s communications lifeline, destroyed its important supply base in the Central Plains, replenished the PLA (after the battle, the 4th and 6th Columns and other fraternal units came to Xuchang for replenishment), cleared away a major obstacle to the PLA’s mobile operations, consolidated the Central Plains liberated area, effectively coordinated with the operations of the Chen-Xie Army Group, supported the operations of the armies of Liu and Deng, and joined the East Henan and West Henan base areas into one.

(I) Actively Grasping the Intentions of the Higher Command and Seizing the Opportunity to Annihilate the Enemy on Initiative

After the East China Field Army and the Chen-Xie Army Group launched the Beijing–Hankow and Longhai railway wrecking campaign, the units actively carried out the Central Military Commission’s guiding principle on operations — to attack all towns and stations that could be taken, annihilate all isolated and scattered Nationalist troops, smash their encirclement and attack and consolidate the Central Plains liberated area — and actively attacked and annihilated the Nationalists holding important points. The 3rd Column seized the favorable opportunity that the Nationalist army’s east-west and north-south railway communications had been cut by the PLA, that the isolated Xuchang garrison was extremely panicky, low in morale, mixed in organization and not strong in fighting power, actively carried out the higher command’s campaign intentions, and promptly made the resolve to assault the city. Because it seized a favorable opportunity and formed a certain superiority in strength, it won the battle.

(II) Correctly Choosing the Main Direction of Attack and Appropriately Choosing the Time of Assault

In the use of forces the commanders of the 3rd Column, according to the characteristics of the garrison in the city, its fighting power, their own operational capability, the terrain and the state of completion of the railway-wrecking tasks assigned by the higher command, took everything into account and made the key points stand out, resolving to attack the city with 5 regiments of the 8th Division and the 7th Division, while the 9th Division and the units directly under the column continued to carry out the road-wrecking task. The ratio of strength of the attacking forces to the city defenders was about 1.6 to 1. Although the ratio did not give a very great superiority, in the assault dispositions the West Gate and South Gate were chosen as the main directions of attack, where the garrison’s strength was relatively weak, the terrain relatively favorable and passage (there were bridges) convenient, while at the same time a supporting attack was carried out at the North Gate, forming an assault disposition of multiple routes and multiple directions with emphasis, and a strong reserve was left. In the assignment of specific tasks, the units were reasonably assigned according to their strengths, and the units bearing the main assault tasks on the front line all had a certain experience of assaulting cities and fortified positions. All of this laid a good foundation for the quick capture of Xuchang. At the same time the time of attack was appropriately chosen and surprise in the attack was achieved. The units, while carrying out the road-wrecking battle on the 13th, actively made preparations for the assault on the city, and attacked the city at 23:00 on the 14th; the preparation for the assault took only a little over a day, which caught the garrison unprepared; in choosing the specific time of attack, departing from the usual practice of attacking at dusk or dawn, it chose the dead of night, which fairly well achieved surprise and played a certain role in taking Xuchang in one stroke and quickly realizing the operational intention.

(III) Readjusting the Attack Dispositions in Good Time and Resolutely and Flexibly Carrying Out Command

In this battle, when the 23rd Infantry Regiment was developing smoothly while the attacks of the 22nd and 21st Infantry Regiments were frustrated, the column commanders sized up the situation, made in good time and with decision the resolve to readjust the dispositions, concentrated the main direction of attack at the West Gate, and quickly directed the 20th and 24th Infantry Regiments, which had been serving as the reserve, into the battle, and readjusted the 22nd Infantry Regiment and the 2nd Battalion of the 21st Infantry Regiment to enter the city by the West Gate and advance toward the South and North Gates respectively, showing the commanders’ steady and composed, flexible and adaptable ability of command. Because the command was correct, the units quickened their rate of attack, the whole battle took only 13 hours, and at the same time large casualties were avoided, victory over about 7,000 of the enemy being won at the cost of 95 killed and 532 wounded.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





24. The Yuncheng Campaign of the 8th Column of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region and the 2nd Column of the Northwest Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1947.12.17–12.28)




Case Summary

In the War of Liberation, the 8th Column of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region and the 2nd Column of the Northwest Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, together with other units, carried out a fortified-city assault against the Nationalist army holding Yuncheng in Shanxi Province. This battle was launched on the basis of the previous two Yuncheng assaults. After sweeping up the outer-perimeter strongpoints, relying chiefly on tunnel operations to close on the city moat, and opening a breach by continuous demolition, the units burst into the city and annihilated more than 13,000 of the Nationalist garrison, captured large quantities of military materiel, further consolidated and expanded the southern Shanxi liberated area, and created conditions for the final annihilation of the Yan Xishan group.



I. Pre-War Situation

After the experience accumulated in the previous two assaults on Yuncheng, the Central Military Commission decided to launch the Yuncheng campaign again, and under the guidance of Xu Xiangqian, First Deputy Commander of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region, the assault mission was to be completed by the 8th Column of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region (with the 23rd and 24th Brigades under it) and the 2nd Column of the Northwest Field Army (with the 359th Brigade, the Independent 4th Brigade and the Independent 6th Brigade under it), together with other units.

(I) The Defenses of Yuncheng

Yuncheng lay on the Tongpu railway line on the southern Shanxi plain; holding Yuncheng, one could sortie westward into Guanzhong, threaten the Longhai railway to the south, and threaten Linfen directly to the north. Yuncheng had originally been the defense zone of Yan Xishan’s forces. In the autumn of 1946, Dong Zhao, commander of the Reorganized 1st Army of Hu Zongnan’s forces, led 4 reorganized divisions into southern Shanxi to coordinate with Yan Xishan’s forces in operations. After the spring 1947 offensive in southern Shanxi by the units of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region, the Nationalist forces of Yan Xishan, Director of the Taiyuan Pacification Headquarters, over a hundred thousand men, withdrew to the central Shanxi plain centered on Taiyuan; in July, after the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army of the PLA turned to the strategic offensive, the main Nationalist forces in this area likewise moved to the Central Plains theater. At this time only two isolated cities, Yuncheng and Linfen, were still occupied in southern Shanxi.

Yuncheng, after long construction by the Japanese army and by Yan Xishan, had become a permanently and strongly fortified city. Its defensive positions were organized into forward positions and main positions. The forward positions were of the supporting-point type, resting on villages 1 to 2 kilometers outside the city and, relying on solid houses and high ground, built into covered works of various kinds and field positions, with high bunkers and ground bunkers in the important areas. The works were connected by communication trenches, and the positions were ringed by outer moats, barbed wire and mines, and could be supported by fire from within the city and from the city wall. The main position rested on the principal supporting points around the city and more than 20 wall-protecting bunkers, and the group bunkers between the supporting points; with fire points on the ring city moat and the city wall and artillery positions inside the city, it formed a system of defense in depth.

The Yuncheng garrison was 1 regiment each of the Reorganized 17th and 36th Divisions of Hu Zongnan’s Xi’an Pacification Headquarters, 1 battalion of the Reorganized 90th Division, plus 1 motor transport regiment and 1 artillery company, and 2 security regiments of Yan Xishan’s Taiyuan Pacification Headquarters, together with the security police units, salt police units, political guard units, returned-home corps and so on of 16 counties in the 3 special commissioners’ districts of southern Shanxi, more than 13,000 men in all. The defensive dispositions were: the 250th Regiment of the 8th Brigade of the Reorganized 17th Division defended the Old North Gate, the West Gate and their outer strongpoints; the 369th Regiment of the 123rd Brigade of the Reorganized 36th Division and the Security 5th Regiment defended the New North Gate, the East Gate and their outer strongpoints; and 1 battalion of the 182nd Regiment of the Reorganized 90th Division and the Security 11th Regiment defended the inside of the city and the strongpoints outside the South Gate.

(II) The PLA’s Two Unsuccessful Assaults on Yuncheng

On April 4, 1947, the 4th Column of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army and the units of the Taiyue Military Region launched the southern Shanxi offensive and, in accordance with the instructions of the Central Military Commission, took advantage of victory to seize Yuncheng. On May 1 the attacking units launched attacks on the outer perimeter; the garrison, the 49th Regiment of the Reorganized 17th Division together with 4 artillery companies, security regiments and others, over 4,000 men in all, relying on strong works and with air force support, offered stubborn resistance. After fierce fighting the 4th Column and other units took only the Yangtuosi airfield and the West Pass and North Pass. On the 5th the Reorganized 10th Brigade of the Nationalist Xi’an Pacification Headquarters and 1 regiment of the Youth Army’s 206th Division came as reinforcements, crossing the Yellow River east at Hancheng; the 4th Column and other units were forced to lift the siege, abandoned Yuncheng on May 9, and turned to carry out other operational missions.

In the second half of August 1947 the Chen (Geng)–Xie (Fuzhi) Army Group crossed the Yellow River southward and advanced into western Henan. To cover the movement of the Chen-Xie Army Group, the Central Military Commission ordered the 8th Column to attack Yuncheng again. Wang Xinting, commander and political commissar of the 8th Column, commanded 2 brigades of the column and the units of the Taiyue Military Region (later the Independent 3rd Brigade of the Lüliang Military Region also came to take part) in launching the second Yuncheng operation. After 37 days of hard fighting, although they had annihilated 2,000 of the garrison, taken 7 outer bunkers and the airfield, advanced to within a hundred-odd meters of the city moat, and dug the city-breaching tunnel to within a few dozen meters of the city, the Reorganized 36th Division of Hu Zongnan’s forces then arrived with 4 brigades to reinforce. On November 12 that force crossed the Yellow River and occupied Pinglu. Wang Xinting, in accordance with the instructions of the Military Commission, left 5 regiments to watch the Yuncheng garrison and led his main force, together with the 2nd Column of the Northwest Field Army, which was resting and reorganizing in the Qu-Wo area, in several days of fierce fighting against the relief force, annihilating more than 3,700 Nationalist troops and driving them back across the Yellow River; but the 8th Column, the 2nd Column and the Independent 3rd Brigade themselves had suffered more than 3,000 casualties, the battle had turned into one of attrition, they had no strength to attack Yuncheng again, and so they turned to rest and replenishment, and the second attack on Yuncheng ended again without result.

(III) The Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region Resolves to Launch the Yuncheng Campaign Again

In order to consolidate and expand the southern Shanxi liberated area and to coordinate with the operations of the PLA in the Central Plains and Northwest theaters, in mid-December 1947, with the approval of the CCP Central Military Commission, the chiefs of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region resolved to launch the Yuncheng campaign again, and formed a front command post, with Wang Xinting, commander and political commissar of the 8th Column of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region, as commander and Wang Zhen, commander and political commissar of the 2nd Column of the Northwest Field Army, as political commissar, exercising unified command over the 8th Column, the 2nd Column (which on its way from Shandong back to the Northwest, passing through southern Shanxi, had with the approval of the Central Military Commission been left to take part in the Yuncheng campaign), the Independent 3rd Brigade of the Lüliang Military Region, and 4 regiments of the Taiyue Military Region, for the assault on Yuncheng. The Central Military Commission explicitly instructed in a telegram: “Wang Zhen’s column should be located at the key points on the north bank of the Yellow River, and truly ensure that the Nationalist forces in Henan cannot cross to the north; only then is there certainty, otherwise the Nationalists will certainly reinforce, and the attack on Yuncheng will still have no certainty.”

In view of the two previous unsuccessful assaults on Yuncheng, this campaign was planned and organized with great care. Xu Xiangqian, Deputy Commander of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region, personally presided over the drawing up of the campaign plan, resolving to concentrate the main force to make the main breakthrough on Yuncheng from the northwest and west. The specific dispositions were as follows: 2 brigades of the 2nd Column were to make the breakthrough in the sector from the West Pass to Majiayao; 2 brigades of the 8th Column, also commanding 2 regiments of the Independent 3rd Brigade, were to make the breakthrough from the Old North Gate; 1 regiment of the 2nd Column’s Independent 6th Brigade and 1 regiment of the Lüliang Military Region’s Independent 6th Brigade were to carry out the pinning mission at the northeast and southeast corners of the city; in addition 2 regiments of the Independent 6th Brigade, together with the guerrillas of Anyi, Xia County, Wenxi, Yuanqu, Wanquan and other counties, were to besiege Anyi county town; and 4 regiments of the units of the 2nd and 3rd Military Sub-districts of the Taiyue Military Region were to take on the blocking of relief at the ferries of Maojin, Dayang, Shawo, Fengling, Wugong and others. To ensure victory in the third Yuncheng campaign, Xu Xiangqian specially telegraphed the front commanders: the experience and lessons of the previous Yuncheng attacks must be accepted — “In the second attack on Yuncheng the troops were heroic, but the infantry’s tenacity was insufficient. Educate the troops to be unyielding and tenacious, to hold out through the last 5 minutes, and to win the victory of taking Yuncheng and finally annihilating the Nationalist army.”



II. Course of Operations

In the Yuncheng campaign, as a fortified-city assault, the units of the PLA, with severely insufficient artillery fire, adopted the method of first sweeping up the outer strongpoints and closing on the city moat by tunnel operations, which created favorable conditions for the assault on the city. On the basis of the successful demolition of the city wall, the assault units burst into the city, and by combining the annihilation of the enemy in the city with pursuit and annihilation outside it, Yuncheng was finally taken in the third operation.

(I) Sweeping Up All the Outer-Perimeter Strongpoints

On December 17 the units assaulting the city advanced toward Yuncheng from the Wenxi area. After the units reached their designated attack positions they quickly reconnoitered the terrain, built works and fire positions, and began counter-moat operations. On the 20th they began attacks on the outer-perimeter strongpoints of Yuncheng. The 4th and 9th Brigades of the 2nd Column attacked from the west of the city toward the West Pass and Majiayao; the 23rd and 24th Brigades of the 8th Column and the Independent 3rd Brigade attacked from the north of the city toward the Old North Gate. At the same time each of the 2 columns used part of its force to carry out a supporting attack southeast and northeast of the city; the Teaching Brigade of the 2nd Column and the militia surrounded the garrison at Anyi town southeast of Yuncheng and cut its link with Yuncheng; and 3 regiments of the Taiyue Military Region took on the mission of blocking relief at the Yellow River ferries of Taiyang, Shawo and others.

By the 23rd the Independent 4th Brigade and 359th Brigade of the 2nd Column had taken several large bunkers outside the West Gate and at the southwest corner of the city and the main positions at Majiayao, and had entirely cleaned out the Nationalists outside the West Gate and at the southwest corner; the 23rd and 24th Brigades of the 8th Column took 16 large bunkers and the station water tower, and the Independent 3rd Brigade took the main positions outside the North Gate, the Memorial Tower and the Dafang Bunker. By this time the assault units had successively taken the flour company, the station water tower, Majiayao, the Memorial Tower, the West Pass and other outer-perimeter strongpoints, and swept away the obstacles to the assault west and north of the city, and it was decided to launch the general attack on Yuncheng at dusk on the 25th.

(II) Closing on the City Wall by Tunnel Operations

On the 24th the front command post learned that Hu Zongnan had sent 4 brigades north across the Yellow River to relieve Yuncheng and that the vanguard had already crossed the Yellow River from Shanzhou and was advancing toward Yuncheng, and so decided to launch the general attack on Yuncheng before dawn on the 25th, ahead of time.

On the 25th, because of poor infantry-artillery coordination, the first assault on the city was frustrated. At dusk that day the attack continued; the assault detachment of the 14th Regiment of the Independent 4th Brigade climbed up onto the city wall from the West Gate, but because the follow-up units could not keep up in time, the company and platoon commanders who had climbed the wall were wounded and then driven back down by a counterattack. The 7th Regiment of the 359th Brigade, charged with the demolition of the city wall, lost its whole squad that climbed the wall; the 8th Regiment, charged with the tunnel operation, had all its regimental cadres wounded, so that the tunnel was not completed at the time of the second assault, and the assault on the city again failed. At this point Hu Zongnan’s relief force was already closing in on Yuncheng, and the front command post therefore decided to detach the Independent 3rd Brigade to cooperate with the units of the Taiyue Military Region at the ferries of Dayang, Shawo and others in blocking the relief force, and also to detach 1 regiment of the Independent 6th Brigade, which was besieging Anyi, to strengthen the assault on the city. On the 26th the brigades and regiments of the assault units each held cadre meetings to study improvements in the methods of attacking the city, and everyone agreed that, under the existing conditions of equipment, tunnel demolition was the most effective means of assaulting the city. Immediately afterward the 23rd Brigade of the 8th Column sent out a demolition group, which on the night of that day, using the darkness, passed through the garrison’s dense fire net and burst into the moat near the Old North Gate and carried out tunnel operations in ice-cold water knee-deep. The garrison blocked the moat with hand grenades, mines and incendiary shells, but the command personnel and fighters charged with the demolition task, bringing the heroic and tenacious fighting spirit into play and not leaving the line when wounded, held to the tunnel operations, and finally before dawn on the 27th completed a powder chamber able to hold 3,000 kilograms of explosives.

(III) The General Attack on Yuncheng

At dusk on the 27th the units assaulting the city launched the general attack on Yuncheng. The 23rd Brigade’s tunnel demolition at the Old North Gate succeeded in one stroke, and the assault detachment quickly burst into the city from the breach and boldly thrust into the depth. Immediately afterward the main force of the 23rd Brigade and the 24th Brigade entered the city one after another; the main force of the 2nd Column’s Independent 4th Brigade was likewise transferred in good time from the West Gate to the North Gate, entered the city from the 23rd Brigade’s breach and developed toward the West Gate, meeting the 2nd Column’s units climbing in from the West Gate. Afterward 1 regiment of the Independent 4th Brigade climbed the city from the West Gate, and the 359th Brigade climbed the city at the southwest corner and the South Gate. By the morning of the 28th the greater part of the garrison had been annihilated, and the remnant, more than 3,000, fled to the southeast and were wiped out in full by the blocking and pursuing units in the Qilipo area north of Pinglu. The relief force sent by Hu Zongnan, fearing annihilation, hastily withdrew. The campaign thereby ended.

In the Yuncheng Campaign more than 13,000 Nationalist troops were annihilated in all and large quantities of military materiel captured; the southern Shanxi liberated area was further consolidated and expanded, and conditions were created for the final annihilation of the Yan Xishan group. Evaluating this campaign, Xinhua News Agency at the time pointed out in an editorial that the victory of the Yuncheng campaign “effectively coordinated the wrecking campaigns of the three great armies of Liu-Deng, Chen-Su and Chen-Xie on the Beijing–Hankow and Longhai railways, and also proved that after our great armies have fought out onto the exterior lines, our interior-line forces are still very strong.”



III. Case Analysis

The Yuncheng campaign, an assault on a fortified position fought with heroism and tenacity, relied on tunnel operations to break through the city wall, accumulated preliminary experience of urban fortified-city assault, and provided lessons for the later capture of Linfen and Taiyuan.

(I) Assaulting a Fortified Position Requires a Heroic and Tenacious Fighting Spirit

Although the Yuncheng campaign was not large in scale, the assault units lacked effective artillery support and lacked experience in urban fortified-city assault, and in particular, after the previous two Yuncheng operations, there was still a certain psychological barrier as to whether Yuncheng could be taken. In response, the front commanders and fighters gave play to a heroic and tenacious fighting spirit; especially in the tunnel operations, in the cold wind and ice and snow, disregarding casualties, they tore open the earth with their bare hands and carried on the earthwork by force, and finally dug a powder chamber more than 5 meters long able to hold 3,000 kilograms of explosives, ensuring the success of the breakthrough. Xu Xiangqian, First Deputy Commander of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region, who guided this campaign, at the most critical moment of the campaign telegraphed the front commanders to “hold out through the last 5 minutes”; Wang Xinting, the front commander, summing up the experience of the Yuncheng campaign, included among it: “One must have endurance and hold out through the last 5 minutes.” Urban fortified-city assault demands greater sacrifice and still more a heroic and tenacious fighting spirit. The heroic units that had gone through the Yuncheng assault, in the larger and more arduous urban assaults of the Linfen campaign and the Taiyuan campaign, relied on this spirit to ensure victory in operations. Therefore, “Although Yuncheng was only a medium-sized city, and the Yuncheng campaign was small, its influence was very great, and the experience and lessons of the Yuncheng campaign were very precious … they gave us precious experience and lessons in assaulting fortified positions.”

(II) Relying on Earthwork Operations to Break Through the Strong City Defenses

In the Yuncheng campaign, since the assault units had no heavy artillery support, whether in seizing the outer supporting points or in the final general assault on the city wall, they depended to a very great extent on the infantry’s continuous demolitions and on continuous assaults with their own fire, and in order to open the way for demolition and assault, earthwork operations became an important link. In the fighting for the outer strongpoints, the units on many occasions used communication trenches to push forward secretly and close on the Nationalists, even extending them to within the barbed wire of the garrison’s defensive positions, creating good conditions for the final attack on the Nationalist strongpoints. In the general assault on the city wall, in view of the lessons of the two earlier failed attacks, it was decided to adopt tunnel demolition as the main means of attack, and the stubborn persistence in earthwork and success in blasting in one stroke played a key role in the victory of the assault.

(III) Resolutely Beating Back the Garrison’s Counterattacks and Consolidating and Widening the Breach

The Yuncheng garrison, after losing important strongpoints, often counterattacked with heavy forces. After taking Nationalist strongpoints, and especially important ones, the assault units immediately organized defense, gaining time to get the fire and troop dispositions ready as soon as possible, hastily repairing works and actively preparing in order to resist the garrison’s counterattacks, and at the proper time used ambushes or short-range sorties and similar means to annihilate the enemy before he had come up to the front of the positions. At the same time, consolidating and widening the breach is an important link in climbing the wall and in fighting into the depth, and has even greater practical significance especially when fire is weak and the breach is opened only by tunnel demolition, so that its number and width are greatly limited. After the assault units have climbed the wall, they should quickly develop along the wall to both sides and occupy the key points on the wall to protect the breach; the main force should at once develop into the depth, splitting and thrusting in, throwing the defensive system into confusion, so as to annihilate the enemy piece by piece.

(Yao Zengtong)





25. The Assault on Liaoyang by the 4th Column of the Northeast Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1948.1.31–2.6)




Case Summary

In the winter offensive of the Northeast Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, the 4th and 6th Columns carried out the Liaoyang fortified-city assault from January 31 to February 6, 1948. In the battle the commanders were able, in light of the intentions of the higher command, to choose the main direction of attack appropriately, striking where the enemy did not expect and attacking where he was unprepared, and were able to seize the moment and concentrate superior fire at the critical time, inflicting enormous destruction on the garrison. In this battle the PLA, at the price of 2,782 casualties, annihilated 6,007 of the garrison. The victory of the Liaoyang assault played a very important role in taking the outer-perimeter strongpoints south of Shenyang and in thereby isolating Shenyang.



I. Pre-War Situation

The Northeast Field Army launched the winter offensive at the end of 1947, in the hope of annihilating more of the Nationalists’ effective strength and of completely isolating Shenyang. Among its objectives was to annihilate the enemy at Liaoyang and Anshan and sweep clean the strongpoints south of Shenyang.

(I) The Northeast Field Army Launches the Winter Offensive

On December 15, 1947, the Northeast Field Army launched the winter offensive. After it had dealt the Nationalist forces in the Northeast heavy blows, the Nationalist army, in order to secure the large cities of Shenyang, Changchun and Jilin and the sea port of Yingkou, apart from ordering the forces at the isolated strongpoints of Changchun, Jilin, Siping and others to hold to the death, also ordered the garrisons of the outer-perimeter strongpoints of Shenyang — Fushun, Tieling, Xinmin, Benxi, Liaoyang and others — to strengthen their defense, in order to block the Northeast Field Army’s attack and secure Shenyang.

The Northeast Field Army, in order to take advantage of victory to go on annihilating the Nationalist forces, ended its rest and reorganization on January 20, 1948 and concentrated its main forces, preparing to launch the Liao(yang)–An(shan) campaign, annihilate the Liaoyang and Anshan garrisons and sweep clean the strongpoints south of Shenyang in order to isolate Shenyang.

The field army’s chiefs resolved to assign the 4th and 6th Columns the mission of destroying the Liaoyang and Anshan garrisons, and to have the 1st, 2nd and 7th Columns, 3 columns, advance to the line from Sifangtai south of Shenyang to east of the Sha River, ready to annihilate the Nationalist forces coming to relieve from Shenyang. To complete the operational mission smoothly, the field army’s chiefs resolved to divide the campaign into 2 stages: in the first stage, annihilate the Liaoyang garrison; in the second, attack Anshan and then, as the situation permitted, seize the sea port of Yingkou, in order to cut off the Nationalist army’s sea passage. Completing the mission of the campaign’s first stage, that is, annihilating the Liaoyang garrison and taking Liaoyang, was the key to the smooth completion of this campaign.

(II) The Dispositions of the Liaoyang Garrison

Liaoyang lies south and slightly west of Shenyang and is an important gateway to Shenyang. A tributary of the Taizi River runs north-south through the urban area, the old city lying to the east and the new city to the west. Liaoyang city has solid walls on all sides, outside which is an outer moat about 3.5 meters in both depth and width, with fairly deep standing water. North and south of Liaoyang city there are many residential areas, and in the area of the Gaolimen east of the city the ground is flat and the field of vision open. The Taizi River flows past the east of the city; since the temperature at that time was between 13 and 28 degrees Celsius below zero, although the river surface was wide it had frozen over, and vehicles and personnel could cross. Within the operational area the roads crisscrossed and road conditions were good.

The Liaoyang garrison’s main combat force was the Nationalist Provisional 54th Division, whose division headquarters and field artillery positions were near the Liaoyang county government offices. Its 1st Regiment defended the north of the city, from the Gaolimen to the North Iron Gate and the area north of it; its 2nd Regiment defended the east of the city and used 1 battalion to defend the Gunny-Sack Company and the 7th Company of the 3rd Battalion to defend the Liaogaoshan position; its 3rd Regiment defended the west of the city, with its 2nd Battalion defending the Taizi River iron bridge and the 7th Company of the 3rd Battalion defending the Shoushan position.

Apart from the Provisional 54th Division, the Liaoyang defense force included a “bandit-suppression” general corps of about 1,200 men, of which one battalion under the county magistrate who was concurrently corps commander had fairly strong fighting power; railway police units of about 1,000 men deployed around the railway station and the White Pagoda Park; some of the 52nd Army’s rear personnel and a transport regiment of about 800 men, the army’s artillery company having 4 field guns; and some of the rear personnel of the New 5th Army and New 6th Army. The garrison’s total strength was about 11,000, of whom about 8,000 were combat troops.

Relying on the city, the Liaoyang garrison had built a fairly solid city wall, around which there was an outer moat more than 3.5 meters deep and wide, with barbed wire and minefields laid in front of the outer moat. On the top of the city wall the garrison had set shelters, communication trenches and firing points of all kinds, and most of the troops and weapons were distributed on the wall and in the area near it. In the residential areas northwest and south of Liaoyang city, solid works had been built and heavy forces deployed to hold them, forming a defensive disposition in echelons in depth. In the Gaolimen area east of the city, the garrison’s works were comparatively weak in construction and the defending troops comparatively few. The defense inside the city was not strong; apart from a few important intersections and the headquarters districts of the offices, which had fairly complete works, most areas were undefended. The garrison in the urban area was chiefly concentrated at the Yu-Peng Mansion, whose works were solid, and at the Municipal Government Offices, Zhuanpan Street and other places.

(III) The Operational Plan of the Assault Forces

The chiefs of the Northeast Field Army resolved to give the 4th and 6th Columns the mission of annihilating the Liaoyang garrison, under the unified command of the chiefs of the 4th Column; the 6th Column was to use 1 division as the assault reserve, ready at any time to take on the mission of striking the relief force.

The 4th Column resolved to use the tactical means of centripetal attack and bold assault, concentrating forces and weapons to make the main attack from the direction of the Gaolimen east of Liaoyang city and supporting attacks from the south and northwest of the city. After the breakthrough, the units were to advance centripetally toward Zhuanpan Street and the Municipal Government Offices, quickly splitting, surrounding and annihilating the city defenders.

The use of forces and assignment of missions were as follows: the 11th Division of the 4th Column, with the 29th and 30th Regiments of the 10th Division and 5 artillery battalions attached, was organized into 2 echelons and, concentrating forces and weapons, was to make the main attack from the direction of the Gaolimen, and after breaking through the Gaolimen to develop the attack toward Zhuanpan Street; the 29th and 30th Regiments of the 10th Division were the second echelon, to join the battle at an appropriate moment as the fighting developed. The 12th Division of the 4th Column was to concentrate forces and weapons to make the main attack toward the Xiaonanmen (Small South Gate) south of Liaoyang city, first taking the Yu-Peng Mansion and afterwards advancing in depth side by side with the 11th Division. The 10th Division of the 4th Column (less the 29th and 30th Regiments) was to break through the defense at the northwest corner of the city and, along the rubber factory and the White Pagoda Park, attack the telegraph and telephone bureau, closely watching the movements of the garrison and ready at any time to annihilate the enemy fleeing in rout. The 6th Column, with the 17th and 18th Divisions and 1 artillery regiment attached, was to take the southwest of Liaoyang city as its attack zone, with the emphasis directed at the Municipal Government Offices.



II. Course of Operations

According to the progress of the operation, the 4th Column of the Northeast Field Army’s assault on Liaoyang can be divided into 3 stages: the encirclement stage, the breakthrough stage and the stage of attack in depth.

(I) Encircling Liaoyang

The 4th Column of the Northeast Field Army set out from Kalima on January 31 and, after a forced march of one day and night, reached the area near Liaoyang. That day the 10th Division annihilated the garrison in the area of Guanting on the railway north of the city, and the 11th Division occupied Yingshui Temple, Xincheng and Liaogaoshan that same day and in the night annihilated one company of the garrison, cutting the link between the Nationalist headquarters at Shenyang and Liaoyang. On February 2 the 4th Column annihilated 1 battalion at the Taizi River iron bridge (the 2nd Battalion of the 3rd Regiment), and on the 3rd drove off 1 platoon of the Nationalist headquarters at Beiyuan. In this way, with the coordination of the Northeast Field Army’s 6th Column, the 4th Column closed on the city wall from the east, northeast and southeast, formed an encirclement of the Liaoyang garrison, and began the assault on the city from east to west. By February 4 the 4th Column had taken the outer positions of Liaogaoshan, the Taizi River Liaoyang railway, the Gunny-Sack Company and others, but the residential areas northwest and south of the city were still in the garrison’s hands. After a brief readjustment before the battle, the 4th Column fixed the time of the general attack at 6:00 sharp on February 6.

(II) The Breakthrough

At 6:00 on February 6 the 4th Column launched the general attack on the Liaoyang garrison.

The 11th Division used 4 companies of its 34th Regiment as the “sharp-blade companies” (spearhead companies). At 6:00 on February 6, more than 60 guns concentrated their fire on the wall about 100 meters wide near the Gaolimen and soon opened a breach in the wall, and the demolition teams of the 4th Company cleared the obstacles. The assault squad exploited the moment and swiftly charged into the breach; at this time about 1 company of the garrison was preparing to counterattack toward the breach, and the 4th Company’s 5th Squad combat group swept the Nationalist troops with machine guns, and, taking advantage of the confusion, rushed onto the city wall and captured 43 Nationalist troops, the rest fleeing into the city. At 8:30 the column broke through the city wall. Afterwards the 32nd Regiment, in order to be the first to plant a red flag on the wall, did not act according to plan and pressed toward the breach at the same time as the 31st Regiment. The 2 regiments crowded into a narrow sector in confused order; at this moment a fire point of the city defenders on the left side of the breach revived and fired fiercely on the attacking units, and the two regiments together suffered more than 230 casualties. After entering the breach the division at once developed the attack in 3 routes toward the Municipal Government Offices and Zhuanpan Street according to the original plan.

After the 12th Division had cleared the outer-perimeter strongpoints south of Liaoyang, at 8:00 sharp it launched the attack on Liaoyang city. To ensure that the 34th Regiment smoothly accomplished its breakthrough mission, the 35th Regiment detached 1 company to attack the Kuixing Tower on the right of the Xiaonanmen in order to pin the garrison and ensure the safety of the 34th Regiment’s flank. The 34th Regiment, with 2 companies as sharp-blade companies, cleared the obstacles during the artillery preparation and opened a path for the assault. When the artillery fire was lifted, it again blew the city gate open by demolition. The assault squad of that company burst into the city without losing the moment, and then used 1 group to consolidate the breach while the other 2 groups turned to clean out the remnants of the garrison west of the gate, capturing more than 50, completing the breakthrough mission in only 10 minutes without a single casualty. The sharp-blade company’s second echelon followed up quickly and extended to both sides of the breach. Thereafter the second echelons at each level followed up quickly and developed into the depth. At the same time as the 34th Regiment broke through at the Xiaonanmen, the 4th Company of the 35th Regiment also set up ladders and climbed the city near the Kuixing Tower. The regimental commanders, seeing that the 4th Company had broken through successfully, committed the regiment’s main force to the battle with flexibility and developed the attack toward the area west of the Wenchang Temple.

The 10th Division (less the 29th and 30th Regiments), after clearing the outer-perimeter positions northwest of Liaoyang, at 9:30 attacked the northwest corner of Liaoyang city and, after breaking through, at once attacked the garrison defending the rubber factory.

(III) The Attack in Depth

After the 11th Division entered the city it did not meet strong resistance from the Nationalist troops; it pressed the garrison back all the way to the Municipal Government Offices and Zhuanpan Street area and, in coordination with the 6th Column, annihilated the greater part of it, the remainder hastily occupying a few buildings. Before the remnants of the Nationalists could organize an effective defense, the division, with the coordination of the 6th Column, quickly annihilated them.

After entering the city the 12th Division at once developed the attack in 3 routes toward the designated directions according to the operational plan. When it advanced to the Yu-Peng Mansion it was blocked by the garrison’s fire and its attack was held up. In order not to hinder the units’ attack in depth, the division used part of the 34th Regiment to surround the garrison in the Yu-Peng Mansion while its main force went on developing the attack in depth. When it developed to the line of the South Iron Gate and the Great West Gate, it halted its advance because of the effect of the 6th Column’s artillery fire; when contact was made with that column, the original objective of attack had already been taken by the neighboring unit.

After the 10th Division (less the 29th and 30th Regiments) broke through the garrison’s defense, it attacked the telegraph and telephone bureau with the 2nd Battalion of the 28th Regiment. At this time more than 1,000 Nationalist troops used the gap between the telegraph and telephone bureau and the railway station to retreat out of the city, and were annihilated by the regiment’s main force.

Thus the Liaoyang assault took a total of 9 hours 30 minutes, ending victoriously at 15:30.

In the Liaoyang assault a total of 401 Nationalist troops were killed, 463 wounded and 5,143 captured, 6,007 in all. Weapons of all kinds, ammunition and materiel were captured in considerable quantities. The PLA’s total casualties were 2,782, of whom 1,522 were killed (sacrificed) and 1,260 wounded.



III. Case Analysis

The victory of this urban fortified-city assault played a very important role in taking the outer-perimeter strongpoints south of Shenyang and thereby isolating Shenyang.

(I) Carrying Out the Main Breakthrough from a Direction the Garrison Did Not Expect

In this fortified-position assault, the 4th Column of the Northeast Field Army determined to make its main breakthrough from the direction of the Gaolimen, which not only picked out the garrison’s weak link but also achieved the effect of striking where the enemy did not expect and attacking where he was unprepared. In the Gaolimen area east of Liaoyang city, the Taizi River passes under the city and forms a natural obstacle, and although in winter the river was frozen, both banks were open ground, inconvenient for the assault units to deploy and approach under concealment, so the garrison’s works were thin and its defense relaxed, with only 1 company posted at Liaogaoshan for alert duty and no other outer positions set. After analyzing the surrounding terrain, the commanders of the 4th Column seized firmly on this weak point and, in order to attack where he was unprepared, decided to concentrate forces and make the main breakthrough in the Gaolimen area. To achieve the effect of surprise, the 11th Division, the main attack unit, according to the characteristics of the open and snow-covered terrain, organized the units to reshape the terrain. The main attack 31st Regiment, in 3 nights, dug 3 communication trenches totaling 2,500 meters in length, enabling the unit to approach the enemy under concealment; the second echelon 32nd Regiment also dug 8 horizontal and vertical communication trenches able to hide the whole regiment’s strength, which greatly concealed the intention of the assault units. The division approached by day to 600 meters from the forward edge without being discovered by the garrison, achieving surprise at the launching of the attack, so that once the general attack began the garrison could hardly parry and its dispositions were quickly thrown into confusion.

(II) Concentrating Absolute Superiority in Troops and Fire in the Main Direction

In this battle, in its troop dispositions the column concentrated 7 infantry regiments and more than 60 guns (36 field guns and howitzers, 7 mountain guns, and more than 20 mortars and 92 infantry guns), and made the breakthrough on a frontage of 100 meters near the Gaolimen. In this way absolute superiority in troops and fire was formed in the main direction of attack, with powerful follow-up forces, so that the garrison’s front was quickly broken through and the following echelons entered the city in a continuous stream, quickly ending the battle. To coordinate with the operation in the main direction and encircle and annihilate the garrison, the column’s commanders also paid attention to deployments on two flanks: 12th Division, with part of the artillery attached, was to break through from the Xiaonanmen south of the city, and the 28th Regiment of the 10th Division to attack from the northwest corner of the city. In this way an attack disposition of one point and two flanks was formed.

(III) A Routed Enemy Must Be Annihilated Before He Can Gain a Firm Foothold

In this fortified-position assault, when the column had broken through the city’s defense the Nationalist garrison quickly withdrew toward the Municipal Government Offices and Zhuanpan Street, and the attacking units boldly and quickly drove straight into his vital areas and pursued him courageously, not delayed by supporting points in depth. For example, when the 12th Division met resistance at the supporting point of the city-defense troops at the Yu-Peng Mansion in its advance, it surrounded them with part of the 34th Regiment while the main force went on advancing to the designated objective. Because the units advanced quickly, when the garrison fell back near Zhuanpan Street and the Municipal Government Offices it occupied positions in haste, and before it had time to reorganize it was quickly annihilated by the assault units. Again, more than 150 of the garrison who had fled in rout from the front to a large building near the Youth Hall, when their machine guns had not yet been set up and the order was extremely confused, were annihilated within 10 minutes by the 6th Column after it arrived.

(IV) Crowded Formation and Confused Command After the Breakthrough Directly Affected the Units’ Development of the Attack

In this fortified-position assault, after the 11th Division broke through at the Gaolimen, the division commander called out “see who first goes up to plant the red flag,” and in order to be first to plant the red flag the 32nd Regiment did not act according to the original plan but, together with the 31st Regiment, pressed toward the breach; the 2 regiments were crowded into a narrow sector in confused formation, hindering each other, and command was impossible. The 32nd Regiment itself wounded more than 30 of its own men in its scramble to charge first. At this moment the fire point of the garrison on the left side of the breach revived and fired on the assault units, so that the 2 regiments together suffered more than 230 casualties. Eagerness for merit led to a breakdown of coordination and caused unnecessary casualties — a very deep lesson.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





26. The Luoyang Campaign of the Chen-Tang Army Group of the East China Field Army and the Chen-Xie Army Group of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1948.3.7–3.14)




Case Summary

The Luoyang Campaign was a campaign carried out jointly by the Chen (Shiqu)–Tang (Liang) Army Group of the East China Field Army and the Chen (Geng)–Xie (Fuzhi) Army Group of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army. It was the first time, after the PLA’s advance into the Central Plains, that a fortified-position assault was made on a medium-sized city with fairly solid defenses. It dealt a severe blow to the Nationalist “defense by zones” strategy, took the ancient capital Luoyang together with the cities of Xin’an, Mianchi and Yanshi, annihilated 19,900 men including the Youth Army’s 206th Division, cut the link between the Nationalist forces of the Central Plains and the Northwest, consolidated and expanded the West Henan liberated area, covered the rest and reorganization of the main force of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army between the Sha and Huai Rivers, and effectively coordinated with the operations of the Northwest Field Army.



I. Pre-War Situation

At the beginning of 1948 the Nationalists, in order to strengthen the defense of the Central Plains, redivided the Central Plains theater into 8 “pacification” zones, each zone comprising 3 to 5 brigades and responsible for key-point defense. In addition they formed their main forces into the Qiu Qingquan Army Group (also called the Reorganized 5th Army, with the Reorganized 5th, 70th and 75th Divisions and the 1st Fast Column under it), the Hu Lian Army Group (also called the Reorganized 18th Army, with the Reorganized 3rd and 11th Divisions), the Sun Yuanliang Army Group (also called the Reorganized 47th Army, with the Reorganized 38th, 41st and 47th Divisions and the 2nd Fast Column), the Zhang Zhen Army Group (with the Reorganized 10th, 20th, 58th and 85th Divisions), and the Pei Changhui Army Group (with the Reorganized 1st, 30th, 36th and 65th Divisions), which dashed back and forth between the important points to the rescue and, as opportunity offered, launched campaign-type offensives against the PLA. Their operational gist was: to hold the Tianjin–Pukou railway, taking the Beijing–Hankow and Longhai railways as the “cross” that divided the Central Plains liberated areas and as the axis of attack, while still placing the emphasis on the Dabie Mountains, attempting to destroy the Dabie Mountains base area and the consolidation of the other Central Plains liberated areas; to strengthen the Yangtze River and Daba Mountains defense lines, to block the PLA’s mobile operations and prevent the PLA from crossing the Yangtze southward or going west out onto the Han River, so as to ensure the safety of Nanjing and Wuhan.

In the second half of February 1948 the Nationalist Sun Yuanliang Army Group moved south from Zhengzhou, its vanguard reaching Xuchang and its main force controlling the Xinzheng area. When it noticed that the PLA was advancing toward Luoyang, its main force at once drew back to Zhengzhou and hurriedly sent 2 brigades first to the line of Heishiguan and the Si River to prevent the PLA from blowing up the Heishiguan bridge; the Hu Lian Army Group moved north to occupy Luohe and in early March successively took Xuchang and opened the Beijing–Hankow railway, still 7 days’ march from Luoyang; the Qiu Qingquan Army Group’s “sweeping” of southwest Shandong had temporarily ended, and there was an intention of turning back to the eastern section of the Longhai railway or of continuing to pursue the 1st and 6th Columns of the East China Field Army in the Qi County–Sui County–Taikang area; the Pei Changhui Army Group, originally on the Luo(yang)–Tong(guan) section, had been drawn off to the west with its main force to reinforce Guanzhong, which was in urgent danger because the Northwest Field Army had launched a powerful offensive in the Yichuan area, and had no strength to attend to the east. On the 400-kilometer defense line of the Zheng(zhou)–Tong(guan) section (Zhengzhou excluded), apart from Luoyang, held by the Nationalist Youth Army’s 206th Division, the rest was held only by local armed units and security regiments.

At the end of February the main force of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army moved out of the Dabie Mountains to rest and replenish between the Sha and Huai Rivers; the main force of the Chen (Shiqu)–Tang (Liang) Army Group of the East China Field Army (the 3rd and 8th Columns) crossed the Beijing–Hankow line and drew close to the Chen (Geng)–Xie (Fuzhi) Army Group, assembling in the Xiangcheng, Yu County and Yiyang areas under the direct command of the Central Military Commission; Su Yu, Deputy Commander of the East China Field Army, led the 1st, 4th and 6th Columns north across the Yellow River and moved to the Puyang area to rest; and the 11th Column of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army and the 10th Column of the East China Field Army crossed the Longhai railway southward and, under Su Yu’s command, operated in mobile fashion between the Sha River, the Longhai railway and the Tianjin–Pukou railway.

In order to coordinate with the operations of the Northwest Field Army and to cover the rest and reorganization of the main force of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army, the East China Field Army resolved to take advantage of the Nationalist Pei Army Group’s westward relief, with the Sun and Hu army groups held back on the Zheng(zhou)–Luo(he) section of the Beijing–Hankow railway, to concentrate the 3rd and 8th Columns of the Chen-Tang Army Group and the 4th and 9th Columns of the Chen-Xie Army Group, 28 regiments in all, together with the local people’s armed forces, and, under the unified command of Chen Shiqu, Chief of Staff of the East China Field Army, and Tang Liang, Director of its Political Department, to launch the Luoyang campaign.

(I) The Dispositions of the Luoyang Garrison

Luoyang is a strategic point of the Central Plains, the pivotal thoroughfare of the three provinces of Shaanxi, Shanxi and Henan, a place that strategists through the ages have contested, and one of our country’s famous ancient capitals, known as the “capital assembly of nine dynasties.” The Nationalists had once designated it the “secondary capital,” and it held a considerably important position in politics, culture, communications and other respects. Luoyang city is backed on the north by Mount Mang and borders the Luo River on the south, easy to defend and hard to attack; the surroundings are a belt of hills and ridges with hard soil, and the garrison used this characteristic to build solid, low and concealed works, which made destruction by artillery fire and demolition difficult, though because of the many deep gullies and sheer cliffs it also made it convenient for troops to conceal themselves in closing with the enemy and to guard against aircraft and artillery and reduce casualties.

The Luoyang garrison was the Nationalist Youth Army’s 206th Division (less the 5th Regiment and 1 battalion of the 2nd Regiment), 4 companies of Central Artillery, the Independent Motor Transport 5th Battalion, the Security 1st Regiment, and local armed forces such as the security police corps of Qinyang and Jiyuan, with a total strength of about 20,000, under the unified command of Qiu Xingxiang, commander of the 206th Division.

The Nationalist garrison used Luoyang’s favorable terrain and the city wall around it to form 3 lines of defense and 5 combat zones. The 3 lines of defense: the first line was the outer-perimeter strongpoints, the second the defense of the city wall, and the third the core position (the former Luoyang Middle School). The 5 combat zones: the 1st Regiment of the 1st Brigade defended the north of the city, the 2nd Regiment the east, the 3rd Regiment the south, the 6th Regiment of the 2nd Brigade the west, and the division headquarters with the 4th Regiment defended the core position.

The garrison’s artillery was disposed as follows: the field artillery battalion of the Reorganized 38th Division (6 field guns), the 3rd Company of the 8th Artillery Regiment (3 howitzers) and part of the 14th Artillery Regiment (3 heavy mortars) formed the 1st Artillery Group, placed at the Northeast Sports Ground and the vegetable market, responsible for supporting the front-line units and the fighting around Luoyang city; the division’s artillery battalion (mortars) formed the 2nd Artillery Group, dispersed at the corners of the city to coordinate with the infantry fighting, with its battalion headquarters near the Wenfeng Pagoda and the general artillery observation post on the Wenfeng Pagoda.

Outside the East Gate the streets were deep, the houses close to the wall, the wall low and the works poor in strength, and the terrain convenient for deploying large forces; from the North Gate and the Northeast Gate to the West Gate the wall was high and the terrain outside the city open, and in the northwest corner inside the city there was an open square. The garrison therefore put the emphasis of its defense on the East Gate, where the terrain was complex and low-lying.

Luoyang’s works were semi-permanent underground fortifications. The greatest feature of their construction was the reshaping of the natural terrain: all houses outside the positions were demolished, fields of fire were cleared, a great number of ground bunkers were built, together with deep and wide outer moats; everything was concealed and hard to approach and assault, and not easily destroyed by artillery.

The outer independent strongpoints were set on commanding ground around the city wall and at vital thoroughfares, using and reshaping existing buildings, or rebuilt as group works, each forming triangular positions that were independent supporting points, able both to support one another and to hold out independently. The Luze Guild Hall southeast of the city, the Fuyin Hall and Jiulongtai northeast of the city, and the East and West Railway Stations north of the city were all built by reshaping existing buildings, with mother-and-child bunkers built around them and outer moats, barbed wire, communication trenches, mine groups and other obstacles. The triangular positions were built as equilateral triangles with sides of 30 to 50 meters; the outer moat was generally 5 meters deep and 5 to 10 meters wide with the moat wall inclined about 15 degrees, and the earth was turned inward and leveled to form an inner edge 5 to 8 meters above ground; the outer edge of the moat was level with the ground and the moat bottom thickly laid with triangular-type mine groups. At each apex of a triangular position a ground bunker was built with embrasures sloping up flat and down, so that it could fire horizontally and also seal off the moat bottom; in the center of the position was built a large bunker (the mother bunker) with two tiers of embrasures, about 5 to 8 meters higher than the bunkers at the corners, able to deliver suppressive fire in all four directions. According to need, a number of small bunkers were added to supplement the fire in sectors where it was insufficient; the ground bunkers were linked by tunnels, with no road to the outside, and generally held a platoon with several days’ stocks of grain and ammunition, favoring independent defense.

The city-wall defense line rested on the outer edge of the wall, where overlapping and complex auxiliary defensive works were built. For example, between the Great Stone Bridge outside the East Gate and the outer moat of the barbican there was a depth of about 160 meters, set with 5 lines of barbed wire, 4 lines of wooden horses, 3 layers of ground bunkers (including one large plum-blossom bunker) and 2 outer moats, and in addition mine groups were densely laid between the works. The city wall was about 4.5 meters high and 1.5 meters wide, built of earth; the gates and four corners were all built with protruding triangular positions, bunkers were densely set inside the wall and linked with one another by tunnels, and each bunker had 2 to 3 tiers of embrasures. The whole city had 5 entrances and exits: the East Gate, South Gate, West Gate, North Gate and Northeast Gate, each with only 1 bridge over the outer moat as a passage. Inside the city, many houses and courtyards were made into group works as small cores for alley fighting, and bunkers were built on both sides of the main street and lane intersections for gradual resistance.

The core position was built on the northwest corner of the city at the site of the former Luoyang Middle School, forming an independent strongpoint, the last support for stubborn resistance while waiting for relief. The position was about a hundred meters long and wide, with an outer moat about 5 meters deep and wide dug around it, vertical moat edges, and an earthen enclosing wall about 4.5 meters high on the inner edge of the moat, with only the East Gate blocked by gasoline drums; inside the wall 5 buildings were arrayed north-south, with bunkers densely set around, all linked by tunnels, and in the tunnels were shelters and underground rooms, some able to hold 100 to 200 men.

The garrison’s operational plan was: on discovering the PLA’s attack, to burn the passes and blow up the bridges, and use the outer-perimeter strongpoints to wear down and delay the PLA’s assaulting units; to rely on the main position for stubborn resistance to check the PLA’s advance; when the main position was broken through, to use continuous counterattacks in the alley fighting to stop the assaulting units from advancing; and finally to fall back into the core position and hold out to the death awaiting relief.

(II) The Operational Plan of the Assault Forces

On March 4 the army group’s chiefs made a preliminary resolve: taking advantage of the isolation of the Luoyang garrison, to have the 3rd and 4th Columns quickly set out from the Xiangcheng and Baofeng areas, pass through Linru, assemble near Yichuan and Longmen and await orders, preparing to attack the city; the 8th Column was to set out from Yu County, pass through Dengfeng and Mount Song, and assemble in the area south of Yanshi and Heishiguan to await orders; the 9th Column and the units of the 5th Military Sub-district of the Taiyue Military Region were to advance to the area south of Xin’an, preparing to seize Xin’an and Mianchi by surprise; and the army group command post would move with the 3rd and 4th Columns. The planned operational scheme was to concentrate the main force either to attack and annihilate the Luoyang garrison, or to besiege Luoyang in order to draw the enemy to its relief and strike the Nationalist forces that might come to the relief from east and west. The units began to move on the 5th (the vanguard regiment of the 8th Column, ordered to seize Heishiguan, set out on the 4th).

By the 7th all units had reached their assembly areas according to plan. The Nationalists, discovering that the PLA’s Chen-Tang Army Group and Chen-Xie Army Group were moving northwest from the Xiangcheng and Yu County areas, and fearing that the PLA would first take Heishiguan, blow up the Luo River railway and cut their Zheng-Luo link, sent the 127th Brigade, originally responsible for the defense of Zhengzhou, west to reinforce the defense of Heishiguan, and at the same time ordered the main force of the Sun Yuanliang Army Group to return to Zhengzhou to assemble and the Hu Lian Army Group to return to Luohe to assemble, hoping to wait until the PLA’s direction of attack was clear before deciding on action.

After careful analysis of these Nationalist moves, the army group’s chiefs concluded: if we do not really attack the city, the enemy will not necessarily come to the relief, and even if he does it may be that the Sun and Hu army groups close together before coming, which would make the relief force neither easy to fight nor, at the same time, would it delay the attack on the city; if the enemy reinforces, he will need about 5 days at the fastest to reach the vicinity of Luoyang. Accordingly, at noon on the 7th they made the final resolve: to adopt the tactics of concealed approach, sudden attack and encircling assault from four sides; first to concentrate the main force to take the four passes (the East, South, West and North Passes) and, at the same time, to reconnoiter the matters of breaking through the city gates and the like, and when the fighting at the outer perimeter of the four passes was about to end, to launch demolition against the city gates and, after the breakthrough, to carry out continuous assaults, taking the city by the method of quick battle and quick decision, striving to settle the battle in 3 to 5 days, and afterwards, as the situation warranted, to strike the Nationalist forces that might come to the relief.

The specific dispositions were as follows: the 3rd and 4th Columns (less the 22nd Brigade) took on the city assault, the 3rd Column attacking from east and north and the 4th Column from west and south; one part of the 8th Column was to seize Heishiguan before the 8th, controlling favorable blocking positions, and its main force was to advance to the line of Heishiguan and Yanshi and the area south of it, taking on the mission of blocking the Sun Yuanliang Army Group, relieving westward from Zhengzhou, and the Hu Lian Army Group, which might come to the relief through Xuchang and Dengfeng; the 9th Column and the units of the 5th Military Sub-district of the Taiyue Military Region were, before the 8th, to take Xin’an, Mianchi and other places by surprise and block the Pei Changhui Army Group, which might relieve eastward from Tongguan, and after the campaign began were to draw close to Luoyang with their main force as the general reserve. To conceal the intentions of the assaulting units, the 4th Column, in broad frontage along both banks of the Sha River, approached and feinted at Yanshi, watching and pinning the movements of the Hu Lian Army Group.



II. Course of Operations

According to the progress of the operation, the Luoyang campaign can be divided into 2 stages: seizing the blocking positions to the east and west and sweeping the main strongpoints around Luoyang city; and the assault on the city.

(I) Seizing the Blocking Positions to the East and West and Sweeping the Main Strongpoints Around Luoyang City

On the evening of March 7, 1948, the vanguard 65th Regiment of the 8th Column of the East China Field Army attacked 1 battalion of the Heishiguan garrison without success; on the 8th the 379th Regiment of the relieving 127th Brigade reached Heishiguan, and that night the 65th Regiment attacked again, still without success. At this time the PLA’s 23rd Division had crossed the Luo River and occupied Yanshi, and the column stopped its attack on Heishiguan and, west of Heishiguan on the line of Zhitian Town, built positions across the Luo River to block the Nationalist forces relieving westward from Zhengzhou, and sent reconnaissance and screening forces toward Dengfeng in order to keep track of the approach of the Hu Lian Army Group’s relief.

The 9th Column attacked and took Xin’an by surprise on the evening of the 7th, and the units of the Taiyue Military Region’s 5th Military Sub-district also took Mianchi on the 9th, controlling the positions for blocking the garrison that might relieve eastward from Tongguan.

On the 9th the PLA’s 3rd and 4th Columns secretly crossed the Yi and Luo Rivers and raced toward Luoyang, surrounding it that evening, and began the operation of sweeping the outer perimeter. The 8th Division of the 3rd Column took the East Pass in one swoop, using fire to control the bridges over the moat outside the East Gate, shattering the garrison’s plan to burn the pass and blow up the bridges and controlling favorable assault positions. The column’s 9th Division successively took the North Pass and the East and West Railway Stations on the 10th and 11th; the 10th Brigade of the 4th Column, after 2 days of fighting on the 10th and 11th, took the West Pass and the Zhougong Temple; the column’s 11th Brigade took the South Pass on the night of the 10th and on the noon of the 11th took Dawangzhuang. By 15:00 on the 11th, apart from a few strongpoints such as Jiulongtai, the Luze Guild Hall and the power plant, most of the garrison’s outer-perimeter strongpoints had been swept clean.

During this time the main force of the Nationalist Sun Yuanliang Army Group, relieving westward from Zhengzhou, had already reached the line of Heishiguan on the 9th, and the 125th Brigade of the Reorganized 47th Division advanced toward Dengfeng by way of Mi County, intending to join the Hu Lian Army Group and relieve westward side by side. Because the Hu Lian Army Group had not yet arrived, the Sun Yuanliang Army Group did not dare advance rashly and each day used only part of its force to make probing attacks on the 8th Column.

(II) The Assault on the City

Since the outer-perimeter tasks had basically been swept clean and the garrison’s remaining outer strongpoints no longer hindered the assault on the city, the chiefs of the PLA’s Luoyang front resolved to take advantage of the fact that the Hu Lian Army Group had not yet arrived and, without waiting until all the garrison’s outer strongpoints were entirely cleared, fixed the launching of the assault at 19:00 on March 11. The specific dispositions were: the 3rd Column took the East Gate as the main direction of attack, with the 23rd Regiment making the main attack and the 24th Regiment as the second echelon; the 22nd Regiment attacked the Northeast Gate, with the 21st Regiment as second echelon; and the 20th Regiment attacked from the North Gate, with the 25th Regiment as second echelon. The 4th Column took the West Gate as the main direction of attack, with the 29th Regiment of the 10th Brigade making the main attack and the 28th and 30th Regiments cooperating in the assault on the city from the sections north and south of the West Gate respectively; the main force of the 11th Brigade and 1 regiment of the 13th Brigade attacked the South Gate and surrounded and watched with a small force the garrison’s outer strongpoints not yet taken.

On March 11 all the units assaulting the city began their fire preparation and carried out continuous demolitions and launched the general attack. The 23rd Regiment of the 8th Division, the main attack on the East Gate, in view of the garrison’s solid works and complex obstacles, organized an assault battalion, which it divided into 3 assault teams charged in turn with clearing obstacles and breaking through the first city gate and controlling the barbican, and with breaking through and controlling the second city gate, applying the tactic of consolidating as it broke through, combining breakthrough with consolidation. Because of the close organization and full preparation, under powerful artillery support it successfully broke through the East Gate at 0:30 on the 12th and firmly consolidated the breach; the regiment’s main force, closely following the assault battalion, quickly crossed the garrison’s fire-blocking line and joined the fighting in the city.

At this point the attacks on the North Gate and the Northeast Gate had not succeeded, and the commanders of the 3rd Column at once decided that, apart from the 20th Regiment continuing the attack at the North Gate to pin the garrison, the main force should quickly enter the city by the East Gate and fight in it. Although it was raining hard and the night was dark, making movement inconvenient, and the garrison’s artillery fire blocked and sealed off the way, the units overcame the difficulties, and by the morning of the 12th the column’s main force had mostly entered the city and fought there; once inside they actively attacked toward the South, North and West Gates in order to coordinate with the units outside the city in breaking in through the gates, while actively splitting and surrounding the garrison. At this time, apart from stubbornly holding the South, West and North Gates, the garrison also used its reserve to strengthen the defense of the various points in the city and block the assaulting units’ advance, in order to gain time, strengthen the defense of the core position and wait for relief. But the garrison’s casualties were too great and its organization had been thrown into confusion, and it could not organize effective resistance.

With the 4th Column’s attacks on the West Gate and South Gate on the night of the 11th both unsuccessful, in order to coordinate with the main force of the 3rd Column fighting in the city, it continued by day on the 12th to attack with part of its force. By 14:00 the South Gate and West Gate had been broken through in succession, and the 4th Column quickly committed its main force to the fighting in the city and, with the coordination of part of the 3rd Column’s force, annihilated part of the garrison’s main force at the southwest corner of the city. At this time there were still about 5,000 remnants of the garrison in the city, all of whom fell back to the northwest of the city and organized the defense relying on the core position. The field army had intended to take advantage of its victory to annihilate them, but because of the continuing heavy rain and the need to readjust its own organization, it temporarily suspended the attack that night to rest and reorganize the units.

On the daytime of the 13th the field army cleared the strongpoints around the core position, annihilating more than 2,000 Nationalist troops. The garrison held to the death on the core position and on some of the positions inside and outside the northwest wall. That night the assaulting units began an attack on its core position, which had no effect because of poor coordination.

Because the 22nd Brigade had failed to pin down the Nationalist Hu Lian Army Group and the 8th Column had also failed to seize the Dengfeng mountain pass in time, the Nationalist relief forces were able to reach the Fudian Town area on the 14th, join with the Sun Yuanliang Army Group, and relieve westward in combined force, attempting to reach Luoyang on the 15th and lift the danger to the 206th Division. The PLA’s Luoyang front command therefore reinforced the 8th Column’s blocking strength with the 9th Column to ensure that the main force could annihilate the remnants of the garrison. To speed up the annihilation of the remaining enemy, the assaulting units concentrated their artillery fire and readjusted their dispositions, and on the 14th, at the command post of the 3rd Column, held a meeting attended by the cadres of the 8th and 9th Divisions of the 3rd Column and of the 10th Brigade of the Chen-Xie Army Group’s 4th Column, which resolved that the 3rd Column from the east and the 4th Column from the south would attack the garrison’s core position, launching the general attack at 17:20 on the afternoon of the 14th. At the same time it was decided that the 3rd Column as main force would wipe out the garrison at the Northwest Sports Ground, so as to settle the Luoyang Middle School and the garrison in the northwest corner at the same time.

At 16:30 on the 14th the assaulting units struck the Nationalist core position with violent artillery fire, and at 17:20 launched the attack. The 8th Division and the 10th Brigade, in close coordination, attacked courageously, and after fierce fighting by 22:00 had taken the whole of the core position and captured alive Qiu Xingxiang, the Nationalist division commander. At the same time the 9th Division also annihilated the remaining forces inside and outside the northwest wall. The Nationalists at the Luze Guild Hall, a remaining outer strongpoint of the garrison, had surrendered on the 13th; the Jiulongtai garrison surrendered on the 14th and the power plant garrison was annihilated on the 14th, and by this time the Luoyang garrison had been wholly annihilated.

After the Nationalist Hu Lian Army Group and Sun Yuanliang Army Group joined together, Sun Yuanliang’s army group relieved westward along the Longhai line and Hu Lian’s along the south bank of the Luo River with all their strength. The 8th Column, with the coordination of the 9th Column, from the 14th to the 17th blocked them stage by stage, ensuring that the main force completed the task of assaulting the city and clearing the battlefield. On the 17th the Nationalist relief force reached the line north and south of Baimasi, the units that had taken Luoyang city withdrew that dusk, and the blocking units also broke off the fighting; the Luoyang campaign ended.

On the morning of the 18th the Nationalist Reorganized 11th and 48th Divisions and others entered Luoyang, but because the defense of Zhengzhou and the Beijing–Hankow railway was empty, the main relief force began on the 28th to turn back to the defense, leaving only the 124th Brigade to defend Luoyang. On April 3 the main force of the 124th Brigade also withdrew from Luoyang, leaving only the 371st Regiment and 1 security regiment as the Luoyang garrison. The Chen-Xie Army Group took the opportunity to retake Luoyang on April 5 and pressed on toward Zhengzhou, and Luoyang was thereafter completely liberated.



III. Case Analysis

The Luoyang campaign was a campaign carried out jointly by the East China Field Army and the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army, and was also the first fortified-position assault by the various great armies, after their advance into the Central Plains, on a medium-sized city with fairly solid defenses, with many experiences and lessons worth summing up.

(I) Seizing the Favorable Opportunity and Resolutely Making the Decision Was the Prerequisite for Victory

When the Nationalist Pei Changhui Army Group was transferred westward and the East China Field Army decided to move toward the Zheng(zhou)–Tong(guan) section seeking a new operation, it began by preparing 2 plans: one was to besiege Luoyang, first strike the relieving Nationalist forces and afterwards take Luoyang; the second was to take Luoyang first and then strike the relief force. When it learned that Gu Zhutong had ordered the Sun Yuanliang Army Group to return to Zhengzhou to assemble and the Hu Lian Army Group to return to Luohe to assemble, to await the PLA’s movements, it analyzed and concluded: in a feint attack on Luoyang the Nationalist relief might not come, and even if it came it might be that the Sun and Hu army groups would join together before coming, which would make the relief neither easy to fight nor, at the same time, would it delay the attack on the city; if the city were attacked first, the Hu Lian Army Group would need 7 days to come to the relief, and the Sun Yuanliang Army Group could arrive in 4 days but would certainly not dare advance rashly before the Hu Lian Army Group arrived, and in this period the assaulting units could strive to take Luoyang. The campaign commanders therefore resolutely made up their minds to attack the city first. The facts proved that the resolve to take Luoyang first, annihilate the 206th Division and afterwards, as the situation warranted, annihilate the relief force was correct.

(II) Reasonably Disposing Forces and Quick Battle and Quick Decision Were the Key to Victory

In this campaign the PLA could strive for only a rather short time for the assault on the city, and the forces used for blocking the relief were also not abundant; therefore it had to take decisive means for a quick decision and take Luoyang quickly, in order to win the initiative afterwards. The assault on a strongly fortified Nationalist city must pass through three processes: sweeping the outer perimeter, breaking through the city wall and developing in depth in the city, and finally annihilating the garrison holding the core works to the death, of which breaking through the main position of the city wall is the main key of the battle. Therefore, before the battle one should consider carefully the use of forces, avoid expending too much strength and time in the outer-perimeter fighting, concentrate the main force to gain time and quickly break through the city wall, and also preserve sufficient strength and operational order for finally annihilating the enemy in the core works.

To achieve a quick decision the army groups taking part concentrated the superior forces of 2 main-force columns for the assault on the city (2.5 times the garrison’s strength), suddenly surrounded the Nationalist troops by a swift raid, annihilated the alert units, and, relying on the occupation of most of the area, first split off the independent outer strongpoints from the city and quickly seized the main positions that had to be taken for the assault (such as the East and West Railway Stations and the American Hospital); independent strongpoints that did little to hinder the assault but were fairly solid and hard to take were surrounded and watched by small forces while the main force was preserved for the assault on the city first; this was successful in tactical application. But there was also a failure like Jiulongtai, where the 21st Regiment, at the price of over a hundred casualties, was unable to take a strongpoint that did little to hinder the assault on the city.

Since the 8th Division had seized the East Pass in one stroke and controlled by fire the bridges over the moat outside the East Gate, favorable conditions were created for the smooth breakthrough of the East Gate. In order to gain sufficient time for the assault on the city, after the assaulting position had been obtained the main force of the 3rd Column began the assault on the city without waiting for the outer strongpoints to be entirely cleared; although it strove to attack the city as early as possible, it did not act hastily but seized the time for careful preparation and a rational adjustment of fire dispositions, and especially the 23rd Regiment of the 3rd Column broke through the East Gate in one stroke, which played a key role in the smooth capture of Luoyang. With the other directions not yet broken through, the resolve of the 3rd Column’s commanders to put the main force into the fighting in the city was correct. This resolute action both effectively coordinated the breakthrough in the other directions and threw the garrison’s defensive dispositions and defensive operational plan into confusion, hastening the course of the attack.

When the core position of the garrison had long resisted attack and the relief force was closing in, the campaign commanders were able to remain calm and composed, reorganized their fire, adjusted their dispositions, studied the method of fighting on the spot and organized coordination, and fixed the correct resolve and plan; therefore when the attack was launched again it took only a little over 5 hours to annihilate the remaining forces holding the core position, and the victory in the Luoyang assault was won before the arrival of the Nationalist relief force.

(III) Clear and Specific Division of Fire and Close Organization of Fire Preparation Were a Powerful Guarantee of Victory

In an urban assault campaign, fire organization must divide effective fire-support tasks according to the performance of the weapons and make them coordinate with one another, in order to ensure the success of the assault action. To attain this, the assault units and fire units of the participating army groups entered the forward edge of the positions at an early stage, and carried out detailed reconnaissance in front of the positions, studied the situation carefully and divided tasks. The following principles for the use of fire were fixed: mountain guns, war-defense guns, infantry guns and rocket launchers were to fire by direct aiming at close approach and destroy the garrison’s frontal bunkers and flanking fire points; mortars were to hit the inside of the garrison’s forward edge, suppress the garrison’s artillery fire, counterattacking troops and troops that had left their works and were exposed in concealed trenches; heavy guns were to be used to suppress and destroy the garrison’s artillery positions and other difficult missions that other artillery fire could not accomplish; and all kinds of light weapons were to seal off the embrasures closely and, at short range, cover the demolition and assault actions with violent fire. For this, each fire unit made close organization, clearly divided command relationships, firing targets, timing and sequence, and in disposition divided into first-line fire (the mountain, war and infantry guns that approached and destroyed by direct fire), second-line (curved-fire guns) fire, and depth (heavy guns) fire, and in tasks divided into fixed fire, mobile suppressive fire and reserve fire (to make up at any time for any deficiency in fire at any one place). In this campaign the employment of fire was made clear and specific, so that the fire units could give full play to a powerful combat-support role.

(IV) Some Errors in the Blocking and Pinning Directions Directly Caused the Battlefield Situation of the Luoyang Campaign to Become Tense for a Time

In the course of the operation, because the 8th Column at the beginning of the campaign was unable to take Heishiguan resolutely with sufficient strength, the Nationalist 127th Brigade, relieving from Zhengzhou, controlled the Luo River railway bridge, and the Sun Yuanliang Army Group was able to cross the Luo River smoothly and relieve westward along the Longhai line; at the same time, because the 22nd Brigade was unable to pin the Hu Lian Army Group effectively and delay its relieving action, and the 8th Column also failed to control the Dengfeng mountain pass effectively, the Hu Lian Army Group was able to come forward quickly to the Fudian Town area to join the Sun Yuanliang Army Group and relieve westward in combined force; and the 8th Column, in disposing its blocking force, again divided its strength equally, forming a simple frontal resistance, which for a time made the battlefield situation tense. This also shows that even when the main emphasis is on the assault on the city, the campaign commanders should seriously organize and pay attention to the blocking operation; otherwise the accomplishment of the whole operational mission will be affected.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





27. The Yichuan Campaign of the Northwest Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1948.2.24–3.8)




Case Summary

During the War of Liberation, the Northwest Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army carried out operations of besieging the city and striking the relief force against the Liu Kan Army Group of Hu Zongnan’s forces, in the city of Yichuan in Shaanxi and the Wazijie area to its southwest. In this campaign the Northwest Field Army concentrated 5 columns with a strength of 75,000 men and annihilated in all 1 army headquarters, 2 division headquarters and 5 brigades of the Nationalist army, more than 29,000 men, laying the foundation for the Northwest Field Army’s transition to exterior-line operations.



I. Pre-War Situation

After the War of Liberation turned to a strategic offensive on a nationwide scale, the main force of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army, the Chen (Geng)–Xie (Fuzhi) Army Group and the western army group of the East China Field Army, three great forces advancing into the exterior lines, drove straight at the heart of the Nationalist army, advanced into the Central Plains theater and forced the Nationalists into a strategically passive position. The Chen-Xie Army Group had successively liberated more than 30 county towns in West Henan and the Henan-Shaanxi border area, isolated Luoyang, the Nationalist army’s key town in West Henan, pressed on Tongguan and threatened Xi’an, putting Hu Zongnan, Director of the Xi’an Pacification Headquarters, into the predicament of fighting on two fronts. To coordinate with the operations of the PLA in the Central Plains, the Northwest Field Army resolved to launch the Yichuan campaign and, with tactics of besieging the city and striking the relief force, to coordinate with the Chen-Xie Army Group in striking Hu Zongnan’s forces.

(I) The Nationalist Intentions and Dispositions

Although the Nationalist forces in the Northwest (excluding Xinjiang) still had 39 brigades and 230,000 men, their fighting power had been greatly weakened and they were in a state of dispersed defense. In order to coordinate with its operations in Henan and in a vain attempt to open the Longhai line between Tongguan and Zhengzhou, seal off the Yellow River and hold Guanzhong, the Nationalist army in November 1947 had successively withdrawn 3 reorganized divisions from Shaanxi and sent them to West Henan, adopting a defensive posture toward northern Shaanxi. Of the 9 reorganized divisions and 28 brigades of the Hu Zongnan group, 11 brigades had already been forced into use in West Henan, southern Shanxi and southern Shaanxi, while the forces available around Shaanxi and Gansu were only 17 brigades, their main force deployed in the Luochuan and Huangling area, attempting by mobile defense to secure Yan’an and block the Northwest Field Army’s southward advance. The dispositions were as follows: the Reorganized 17th Division and the Shaanxi Security 11th Regiment garrisoned Yan’an and maintained the highway line of communication from Yan’an to Ganquan; the 24th Brigade of the Reorganized 76th Division (with the 70th and 71st Regiments under it) garrisoned Yichuan; Liu Kan, commander of the Reorganized 29th Army, with the army headquarters was stationed at Luochuan, and the Reorganized 27th Division (with the 21st and 47th Brigades under it) and the 90th Division (with the 53rd and 61st Brigades under it) were assembled in the Luochuan and Huangling area as the mobile army group, to be used to relieve Yan’an to the north, relieve Yichuan to the east, or block the Northwest Field Army’s southward advance; the 72nd Regiment of the 24th Brigade and the Shaanxi Security 6th Regiment garrisoned Hancheng and Yumenkou, blocking the westward crossing of the Northwest Field Army’s 2nd Column east of the Yellow River, and the rest garrisoned Tongchuan, Sanyuan and other places. Ma Bufang’s Qinghai Reorganized 82nd Division garrisoned Qingyang, Heshui and Xifeng Town, and Ma Hongkui’s Ningxia Reorganized 81st Division and 2 other brigades garrisoned the area west of Anbian, while Deng Baoshan’s forces at Yulin were under siege by PLA local units.

(II) The Intentions and Dispositions of the Northwest Field Army

In accordance with the instructions of the Central Military Commission, the Northwest Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army began its spring offensive in the second half of February 1948, turning to exterior-line operations and attacking southward to coordinate with the Chen-Xie Army Group in striking Hu (Hu Zongnan’s army group). First it was to annihilate the Nationalist effective strength on both sides of the Xianyang–Yan’an highway, smash Hu Zongnan’s mobile defense forces, and liberate the Huanglong Mountain area, and, relying on this, take advantage of victory to develop southward, threaten Xi’an and coordinate with the PLA’s operations in the Central Plains. For this the chiefs of the Northwest Field Army resolved to launch the Yichuan campaign with the tactics of besieging the city and striking the relief force. The Northwest Field Army considered that after the siege of Yichuan there might be 3 routes of Nationalist reinforcement: the first, from Luochuan through Wazijie to Yichuan; this was a highway, convenient for mobility of large forces, short in distance and quick for reinforcement, but the Nationalists would be wary that the narrow defile east of Wazijie, a throat, was liable to ambush; the second, from Luochuan and Huangling through Huanglong (Shibao) to Yichuan, about twice as far as the first; the third, from Luochuan and Huangling along the Jinshimiaoliang, north of the first road, to Yichuan; this road was not easily ambushed by the Northwest Field Army, but the mountains were high and the slopes steep, heavy equipment found movement difficult, and the distance was also long. Of these 3 roads the Northwest Field Army judged the first the most likely, because Hu Zongnan was subjective by nature and, attempting to give consideration to both the relief force and the garrison, in order to lift the siege of Yichuan quickly he would certainly order Liu Kan, commander of the Reorganized 29th Army, to rush to the relief by the first road. Accordingly the Northwest Field Army made flexible and mobile operational dispositions, based on the Nationalists taking the first road while giving consideration to the other two.

On February 12 the Northwest Field Army advanced to its attack jump-off positions according to the following dispositions: the 1st Column (with the 358th Brigade and the Independent 1st Brigade under it), passing through Linzhen, advanced to the Longquan Town and Ying’erwo area southwest of Yichuan, carried out detailed reconnaissance of the terrain in the Jiuxian, Luoshengzhen and Longquan Town areas, and prepared to strike from north to south in the flank the enemy relieving from the east; the 4th Column (with the 1st and 2nd Alert Brigades and the 6th Cavalry Division under it), after annihilating the Nationalists at Jinpanwan, advanced to the Pinglubao and west of it north of Yichuan and assembled there, and, besides sending out alert forces toward Yan’an, cooperated with the 1st Column in flank attacks on the Nationalist army relieving from the east; the 3rd Column (with the Independent 2nd and Independent 5th Brigades under it), by way of Yunyan and Pinglubao, advanced to the west and north of Yichuan city, attacked the city with the Independent 2nd Brigade, while the Independent 5th Brigade built works in the Haizhouyuan, Baijiazhuang and Wanghanwan areas and prepared to block the Nationalist relief force; the 6th Column (with the New 4th Brigade and the Teaching Brigade under it, attached with the independent regiment of the Yan’an Military Sub-district), by way of the area east of Yunyan and Pinglubao, advanced to the east and south of Yichuan city and cooperated with the Independent 2nd Brigade in besieging Yichuan. As it advanced, that column used 1 regiment, with a mountain-gun company attached, to annihilate first the Nationalists at Qiulin Town and Gezhentan, and after occupying the Yellow River iron-chain bridge returned it to its original organization, the independent regiment of the Yan’an Military Sub-district taking on the garrison task from the iron-chain bridge to the Qiulin Town area; the 2nd Column (with the 359th Brigade, the Independent 4th Brigade and the Independent 6th Brigade under it), on the night of the 23rd, forced the Yellow River at Zhichuan Town and Yumenkou and, after annihilating the Nationalists west of Hancheng and on the west bank at Yumenkou, was to assemble toward Shibao, or attack Heyang and Chengcheng, according to the movements of the Nationalist Reorganized 90th Division.

These dispositions constituted 3 plans for annihilating the enemy. First, if the enemy relieving Yichuan took the Wazijie road, the Northwest Field Army’s 3rd and 6th Columns would each use part of their force to resist frontally, so as not to let the relief force join the Yichuan garrison; once all the Nationalists had passed through Wazijie into the Northwest Field Army’s ambush ring, the 1st Column would at once cut off their way back and attack their left flank and rear; the 2nd Column would attack their right wing from southeast to northwest; and the 4th Column would attack their left wing from north to south, encircling and annihilating the relief force on four sides. Second, if the relief force came by Huanglong to Yichuan, the 3rd and 4th Columns would each use part of their strength to resist frontally; the 2nd Column would attack the right wing from east to west and cut off the relief force’s way back; and the 1st Column would attack its left wing from west to east, encircling and annihilating it. Third, if the relief force took the Jinshimiaoliang road north of Wazijie, the Northwest Field Army’s 4th Column would resist frontally at Ying’erwo; the 1st Column would attack its left wing from north to south; the 2nd Column would attack its right flank and rear from southeast to northwest; and the 3rd and 6th Columns would each use part of their force to attack its right wing from south to north, encircling and annihilating the Nationalists; and the units assaulting the city, while the main force of the Northwest Field Army was surrounding and annihilating the relief force, were to attack the city fiercely so that the garrison could not break out.



II. Course of Operations

The Yichuan campaign adopted the tactics of besieging the city and striking the relief force; after careful planning, it first broke through the outer-perimeter key points of Yichuan’s defense and drew the Nationalists to its relief, while setting an ambush at Wazijie, and after annihilating the relief force took the city of Yichuan as opportunity offered.

(I) Breaking Through the Outer Perimeter of Yichuan

On February 20 the chiefs of the Northwest Field Army issued the “Advance Order No. 1” for the Yichuan campaign: “The first step of the campaign is to take the four cities of Yi(chuan), Han(cheng), Shi(bao) and He(yang), and to prepare to annihilate separately the 27th Division and the 90th Division that may come to reinforce.”

On the 22nd the 3rd and 6th Columns began their advance toward Yichuan, on the 24th surrounded Yichuan city and at once began the attack, and by the 27th had broken through the garrison’s outer defenses, taking in succession the key defensive positions of Laohu Mountain, Hutou Mountain, Wanling Mountain and Outer Qilang Mountain, and compressed the Nationalists inside the city. At the same time the Northwest Field Army’s 1st and 4th Columns also reached their designated waiting areas on the 24th, and the 2nd Column, after forcing the Yellow River at Yumenkou on the 23rd, advanced toward the Gutai Street area south of Yichuan.

Hu Zongnan, receiving successive urgent telegrams that Yichuan was besieged, on the one hand strictly ordered the garrison to hold out awaiting relief and on the other urgently ordered Liu Kan, commander of the Reorganized 29th Army, to lead his forces to the rescue at top speed. Liu Kan’s army set out on the 26th and, taking the Wazijie road, relieved in light order, advancing in column in the sequence of the Reorganized 27th Division, the Reorganized 90th Division, the army headquarters and the 158th Regiment; the strength of the relief force was 4 brigades and 8 regiments.

When the Northwest Field Army learned that Liu Kan’s army had set out on the 26th and was taking the Wazijie road, it at once acted according to the predetermined operational plan and readjusted its dispositions appropriately: it had the 3rd and 6th Columns continue the siege of Yichuan with 1 brigade each, 5 regiments in all, to lure the relief force deep into the trap, and concentrated its main force of 9 brigades and rapidly moved, according to the predetermined plan, to the high ground north and south of the road east of Wazijie, entering the ambush positions under concealment and awaiting the opportunity to annihilate the enemy.

On the 27th Liu Kan’s army reached the area west of Wazijie.

(II) The Ambush at Wazijie

At 4:00 on the 28th the chiefs of the Northwest Field Army issued “Advance Order No. 3”: “This field army has resolved to launch the general attack at dawn tomorrow (the 29th) and annihilate the relieving enemy.” They estimated that because the Nationalist army’s column was long, only when its vanguard had advanced to the area west of Tielongwan (15 kilometers from Yichuan city) could its rear guard all pass through Wazijie and enter the Northwest Field Army’s ambush ring. In view of this, the Northwest Field Army’s blocking units lured the enemy deep by mobile defense, and the units striking the relief force did not alarm the Nationalists until they had entered the ambush ring, so as not to expose their intentions. On the same day Liu Kan, fearing an ambush in the narrow road east of Wazijie, sent 1 brigade each onto the ridges on either side of the highway to advance by searching, the 47th Brigade of the Reorganized 27th Division on the left and the 61st Brigade of the Reorganized 90th Division on the right, covering their own column’s advance along the highway, and at 14:00 at Renjiawan first met resistance from the Northwest Field Army. At this time Liu Kan still mistakenly believed that the Northwest Field Army’s blocking force was no more than 1 column of 8,000 men, powerless to stop his rapid relief, and still ordered the attack to advance; the 61st Brigade, after clearing the obstruction, continued toward Tielongwan. The Nationalist rear units had also passed through Wazijie into the valley-bottom road east of Wazijie. Because the formation was crowded and advance difficult, Liu Kan decided to camp on the spot and advance again the next day, to occupy the nearby high ground, readjust the dispositions, and withdraw the forward 61st Brigade to the high ground south of Renjiawan to form a circular defense. Because the Nationalists intended to advance to Yichuan on the 29th and still made an attacking posture, and it also snowed heavily that night and they did not seriously build works, this provided convenience for the Northwest Field Army’s annihilation of the relief force.

In the early hours of the 29th the 1st Column, having ascertained that the Nationalist rear guard had all passed through Wazijie, at once attacked toward Wazijie, took it at 6:00 and annihilated the Nationalist search company, cutting off the Nationalists’ line of retreat. Only now did Liu Kan realize that the road ahead was blocked and the road behind cut, and that his whole army was caught in encirclement. But he still attempted to assemble quickly and break out; he urgently ordered the Reorganized 90th Division to send 1 regiment at once to contest Wazijie with the Northwest Field Army, and at the same time moved forces quickly toward the mountains southeast of Wazijie, attempting to seize the key ground as support for advance or retreat and to control the southward escape road. The chiefs of the Northwest Field Army’s 1st Column found that the 2nd Column had not yet arrived and occupied the mountain heights southeast of Wazijie, while the Nationalists were assembling toward that place; if this gap were not quickly stopped up the Nationalists might break out and escape. They therefore seized the opportunity and ordered the main force of the 358th Brigade to attack fiercely toward the mountain heights southeast of Wazijie and cut off the Nationalists’ southward escape road. To control the mountain heights southeast of Wazijie and break out along the road, the Nationalists committed in succession the 159th Regiment and the 157th Regiment and fought repeatedly with the Northwest Field Army for the positions. The 358th Brigade’s 714th Regiment and 1 battalion of its 715th Regiment fought fiercely with the Nationalists all day, took the position of the Nationalist 53rd Brigade’s 159th Regiment and sealed the only gap through which the Nationalists might have broken out; the 2nd Regiment of the Northwest Field Army’s Independent 1st Brigade fought fiercely all day with the 157th Regiment of the Nationalist 53rd Brigade and seized five positions on the north hill of Qiao’ergou; the 4th Column (less the 6th Cavalry Division), attacking south along Haizhouyuan, fought fiercely with the 140th Regiment of the Nationalist 47th Brigade until dusk, facing it on the hill north of Renjiawan; at 17:00 the main force of the Nationalist 61st Brigade attacked south of Dingjiawan and occupied the commanding height of Zaobutai, and the Northwest Field Army’s 771st Regiment of the New 4th Brigade, defending by mobile defense frontally from Tielongwan, together with the 2nd Regiment of the Teaching Brigade, retook the Zaobutai position, the frontal defense task at Tielongwan being taken over by the 3rd Regiment of the Teaching Brigade; at this time the Northwest Field Army’s 2nd Column also joined the battle in the Zhuanmiaoliang and Zaobutai areas and launched an attack on the right wing of the Nationalist relief force. By this time the Northwest Field Army had completed the encirclement of the Nationalist relief force from four sides, and before dusk tightened the ring and compressed the Nationalists into the narrow area of Qiao’ergou, Renjiawan and Dingjiawan. On the night of the 29th the snow did not stop, and the Northwest Field Army, braving the wind, snow and bitter cold, actively prepared for the general attack the next day.

(III) Taking Yichuan City

On the morning of March 1 the 1st Column along the highway and both sides of it from west to east, the 2nd Column from south to north, the 6th Column (less the 771st Regiment and the 1st Regiment of the Teaching Brigade) from southeast to northwest, the 3rd Column (less the Independent 2nd Brigade) from northeast to southwest, and the 4th Column from north to south launched the general attack on the Nationalists. Under the fierce attack of the Northwest Field Army, by 16:00 the Nationalist positions on both sides of the highway had all been occupied, compressing the Nationalists into the ravine; the Nationalists in utter confusion were wholly annihilated by the Northwest Field Army by 17:00, without a single one slipping through the net.

After the Northwest Field Army’s units assaulting the city had taken the outer-perimeter strongpoints of Yichuan on February 27, on the 29th part of the Independent 2nd Brigade attacked into the city and captured more than 500 Nationalist troops. Because Inner Qilang Mountain and Fengchi Mountain could not be taken, and the units were suppressed by Nationalist fire, they withdrew from the city again at dawn. On March 2 the Northwest Field Army’s units assaulting the city readjusted their dispositions according to the enemy situation and, inspired by the victory in annihilating the relief force, burst into the city again through the Small North Gate, quickly took Inner Qilang Mountain and Fengchi Mountain, and shook the garrison. The Northwest Field Army attacked fiercely on the one hand and on the other used prisoners calling out across the lines to carry on a political offensive; the battle developed rapidly, and by 8:00 on the 3rd the Yichuan garrison had been wholly annihilated and the campaign ended in victory.



III. Case Analysis

In the Yichuan campaign the Northwest Field Army concentrated 5 columns with a strength of 75,000 men and at one stroke annihilated the Reorganized 29th Army headquarters of the Hu Zongnan group, the Reorganized 27th and 90th Divisions and the 24th Brigade of the Reorganized 76th Division, 1 reorganized army headquarters, 2 division headquarters and 5 brigades, 29,400 men in all, winning an unprecedentedly brilliant result in the Northwest theater. The victory of this campaign smashed Hu Zongnan’s attempt to block the Northwest Field Army’s southward advance and created favorable conditions for continuing to develop exterior-line offensives, penetrating deep into the Nationalist-ruled area and annihilating the effective strength of the Hu Zongnan group. At the same time the victory of the Yichuan campaign also forced Hu Zongnan to transfer the Pei Changhui Army Group urgently from the Tongguan–Luoyang section of the Longhai railway back to Guanzhong, leaving the 400-kilometer belt from Zhengzhou to Tongguan still more empty of defenders, and effectively coordinated with the strategic offensive of the Chen (Geng) and Xie (Fuzhi) army groups and the Central Plains theater.

(I) Attacking Yichuan to Lure the Enemy to Its Relief

When the Northwest Field Army turned to exterior-line operations, it was able in its very first battle to win a great victory annihilating 5 Nationalist brigades at one blow; the key was that it seized hold of the vital point and weak point in the Nationalist defense line, that is, it attacked what the Nationalists must relieve. Yichuan and Yan’an were two strategic supports that the Hu Zongnan group had thrust out to hold in check and block the Northwest Field Army’s southward advance, and Yichuan was moreover the gateway the Northwest Field Army had to pass in its operation southward by the eastern route. By attacking Yichuan and liberating the Huanglong Mountain area, the Northwest Field Army could drive straight into the enemy’s rear and threaten Xi’an, both making the Nationalist mobile defense lose its effect and forcing Hu Zongnan to draw troops back from West Henan to the relief, effectively coordinating with the Central Plains operations. The Yichuan garrison was only 2 regiments, far from the main force, a lone force on garrison duty. If the Northwest Field Army attacked Yichuan, the Nationalists would certainly send out troops to the relief, and they must pass through the Huanglong Mountain area, which in turn provided favorable conditions for the Northwest Field Army to annihilate the relief force. In addition, Hu Zongnan underestimated the strength of the Northwest Field Army and ordered Liu Kan’s force to relieve Yichuan in light order by the short cut through Wazijie. On this basis the chiefs of the Northwest Field Army drew up the campaign plan and dispositions of besieging the city and striking the relief force and, while besieging Yichuan, used part of their force to block the relief by mobile defense, causing the Nationalists to misjudge and enter the ambush area, thereby achieving the operational aim of both annihilating the relief force and taking Yichuan.

(II) Careful Dispositions to Force the Enemy into the Trap

The 15-kilometer section east of Wazijie, where the highway winds along the valley bottom, with high mountains and steep slopes on both sides thickly covered with forest, made it difficult for most of the Nationalist troops to move and deploy, and convenient for the Northwest Field Army to assemble under concealment and attack suddenly. In terms of the balance of strength, the Northwest Field Army had absolute certainty of annihilating 1 Nationalist division at a time, while annihilating 2 Nationalist divisions at once would feel strained; but the relief force’s decision to take the Wazijie defile provided the Northwest Field Army with the possibility of annihilating it at one stroke. In the operational dispositions the Northwest Field Army first controlled the heights west of Wazijie, and carefully calculated the length of the relief force’s column, delaying its advance stage by stage by mobile defense, and once all of it had entered the pre-set ambush area it blocked the head and cut off the tail, forcing the relief force into extremely unfavorable terrain and creating a favorable situation for annihilating the relief force entirely.

(III) Active Coordination to Annihilate the Relief Force Entirely

Flexible command and active coordination were a key factor in the entire annihilation of the relief force in this campaign. After the campaign opened, the 1st Column at once attacked and took Wazijie and cut off the Nationalists’ line of retreat, and according to the campaign plan its main force attacked eastward along the mountain ridges north of Wazijie. When Liu Kan found that his road behind had been cut by the Northwest Field Army, he already sensed the danger of being surrounded and annihilated by the Northwest Field Army; on the one hand he hurriedly sent 1 regiment to contest Wazijie, and on the other he quickly moved forces toward the mountains southeast of Wazijie to seize the key ground, attempting to control the southward escape road. When the chiefs of the 1st Column found this, they at once realized that the 2nd Column, because of the long road and the slippery snow, might not have arrived at the battle area of the mountains southeast of Wazijie on time, and that if this gap were not quickly stopped up the Nationalists might break out and escape. In this emergency the chiefs of the Northwest Field Army’s 1st Column readjusted the operational dispositions on the spot and at once ordered the 358th Brigade to attack the mountains southeast of Wazijie from the heights south of Wazijie. That brigade ordered its 714th Regiment to attack from the southwest end of the mountains southeast of Wazijie to the northeast, to block quickly the gap through which the Nationalists might break out and cut their southward escape road. To control the mountain heights southeast of Wazijie the Nationalists committed in succession the strength of 2 regiments and built 5 lines of positions. The Northwest Field Army’s 714th Regiment, with flexible and mobile tactics, attacked courageously, seized the mountain heights southeast of Wazijie, and with 1 battalion occupied Ganjiagou, cutting off the Nationalists’ escape road to the south. The loss or gain of the mountains southeast of Wazijie bore on the life or death of the Nationalist relief force; the Nationalists counterattacked desperately, and the Northwest Field Army’s 714th Regiment, beating back more than 20 successive Nationalist counterattacks, stubbornly held its positions and held on until the 2nd Column arrived, helping to annihilate the relief force entirely.

(Yao Zengtong)





28. The Linfen Campaign of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region Forces of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1948.3.7–5.18)




Case Summary

During the War of Liberation, forces of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, together with part of the forces of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region, launched on March 7, 1948 a fortified-city assault on the strongly fortified city of Linfen held by the Nationalist army. With insufficient artillery fire, the PLA units assaulting the city mainly adopted tunnel operations and demolition tactics; against the garrison they fought repeated and fierce contests, trench against trench, bunker against bunker and tunnel against tunnel, and broke through the strongly fortified city. After 72 days, on May 18 they took Linfen, annihilating in all more than 23,000 of the enemy and capturing large quantities of weapons and ammunition; the PLA also paid the price of more than 15,000 casualties and heavy expenditure, but gained precious experience in urban fortified-city assault, in which the 23rd Brigade of the 8th Column, for its outstanding combat merit, was awarded the glorious title of “Linfen Brigade.” After the Linfen campaign ended, southern Shanxi was entirely liberated and the Nationalist forces in Shanxi were compressed to the area north of central Shanxi, creating favorable conditions for the PLA’s launching of the Central Shanxi Campaign.



I. Pre-War Situation

After the liberation of Yuncheng on October 28, 1947, Linfen had become an isolated city in southern Shanxi, but it possessed a solid system of city defenses and installations and was an important strategic point on which the Nationalist army held fast in southern Shanxi. In order to take Linfen, liberate the whole of southern Shanxi, and prepare for the later northward operations into central Shanxi, the CCP Central Military Commission decided that Xu Xiangqian, First Deputy Commander of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region and former commander, should organize the Linfen front command post and lead the forces in liberating Linfen.

(I) The Dispositions of the Linfen Garrison

Linfen, known as the “Crouching Ox City,” was an important town of southern Shanxi. The city stood against hills and beside water; to the west of the city ran the Fen River, and the city wall was built against the hills, 15 meters high, 10 meters wide at the top and about 30 to 40 meters thick on average. East, south and north of the city was plain, open terrain, convenient for observation and for developing fire, favorable to the defense and unfavorable to the attack. The soil was loess clay, convenient for building works. Outside the East Gate of the main city there was also a barbican, the East Pass, where the terrain was complex, and especially at the electric light company there were solid buildings that could serve as support for advancing trenches, digging tunnels and stationing troops.

After the liberation of Yuncheng, the Nationalist army in southern Shanxi had only the isolated city of Linfen left, which became a strategic support of the Nationalist army in southern Shanxi, in mutual support with Taiyuan, in order to prop up the remnant situation in Shanxi, and it was therefore resolved to hold it firmly. The Linfen garrison was the force of Liang Peihuang, Deputy Commander of the 6th Group Army and concurrently General Commander of the local armed forces of southern Shanxi: the 66th Division under the Taiyuan “Pacification” Headquarters (Director Yan Xishan), the 30th Brigade (less 1 regiment) under the Xi’an “Pacification” Headquarters (Director Hu Zongnan), the artillery battalion of the 27th Brigade, and 6 security regiments, 2 replacement training regiments, together with the security police units of 4 special commissioners’ districts and 15 counties nearby, more than 25,000 men in all.

The 66th Division and the miscellaneous-brand units were all Yan Xishan’s forces; the 66th Division’s main force was deployed at the East Pass, the rest of the troops held the inner city, and their equipment was Japanese. The 30th Brigade was Hu Zongnan’s, held the inner city, and was equipped with American materiel. Between them they had 3 howitzers, 11 mountain guns, 11 war-defense guns, 52 82-mm mortars and 482 guns of caliber of 60 mm and below, 559 guns of all kinds in total. After the PLA’s successive blows, and especially in the condition of holding an isolated city in southern Shanxi, land communications had been cut off, only a small quantity of supplies was brought in by air, and the morale of officers and men had generally declined.

(II) The Garrison’s Defensive Positions

The Linfen garrison took the villages and strongpoints within 3 to 7 kilometers of the city outskirts as the outer-perimeter positions, the city wall, the ring outer moat around the city and 31 bunker groups around the city as the main position, and the ring inner moat and the street-and-lane works as the core position, forming a ring defense system of great depth, vainly attempting to hold fast and await relief. Relying on the terrain near Linfen the garrison formed 4 defensive positions:

The first position was the alert position. It rested on the villages extending 3 to 7 kilometers outward from the main city and was built into works, forming a net from points, each point having visible and concealed fire points forming crossfire nets, disposed in a ring, with outer moats and obstacles such as slope scarps, abatis, barbed wire and mines. Each point was held by a company to a battalion, able both to hold out independently and to support one another.

The second position was the covering position. It consisted of 31 group fortresses around the city, each fortress set on rather high ground 100 to 300 meters from the city. In each group fortress there was a concrete bunker as the core, supplemented by ground bunkers and field works, with 1 to 3 outer moats and obstacle zones in front of the position. Fire links were set up between the points, forming a dense fire net.

The third position was the main position on the city wall. On the wall were set 3 tiers of fire points, upper, middle and lower, and on the inner side of the city there were reverse-fire points. About every hundred meters on the wall there was a cross wall, so that when one place in the defensive position was broken through, the two flanks could still bring fire to bear and seal off the breach. By the side of the wall was one outer moat, about 12 meters deep and about 12 meters wide.

The fourth position was the position in depth. It consisted chiefly of the inner moats, the street works and the core position. The inner moats numbered 1 to 2, 4 to 6 meters wide, with a ground bunker about every 50 meters. In tall buildings and along the streets lane-fighting works were built, and with 15 core strongpoints mutually supporting one another they could control the interior of the city.

(III) The Preparations of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region Forces for Taking Linfen

During the Yuncheng operation, Xu Xiangqian, First Deputy Commander of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region, was already considering the next campaign objective after taking Yuncheng; in a telegram to the front commanders he said: “Once Yuncheng is taken there is certainty of taking Linfen.” On December 29, 1947, he and Teng Daiyuan, Deputy Commander of the military region, telegraphed the Central Military Commission, putting forward the proposal to take Linfen. The same day the Central Military Commission replied by telegram, pointing out: “The capture of Linfen would be extremely advantageous in all respects (especially to support the war in the Northwest),” “but as to the Linfen city defenses and the possibility of reinforcement by the two enemies at Shaanzhou and Yichuan, we have as yet no certainty; we hope you will investigate and consider and telegraph us.”

In the first ten days of February 1948, in accordance with the Military Commission’s instructions, the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region convened at Yangcheng a joint Party, government and army conference of the Taiyue Military Region to study the question of attacking Linfen, made arrangements for the preparations for this campaign, and organized the front command post, with Xu Xiangqian, First Deputy Commander of the military region, as commander, exercising unified command over the participating units. The units to take part in the Linfen fortified-city assault were: the 22nd and 23rd Brigades of the 8th Column and the 24th Brigade reorganized from the Independent 2nd Brigade of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region; the 37th, 38th and 39th Brigades of the 13th Column, formed from the Independent 1st and 3rd Brigades of the Taihang Military Region and the independent division of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region; the 8 infantry regiments of the Taiyue Military Region; and the Independent 3rd and 7th Brigades of the Lüliang Military Region, more than 53,000 men in all. Apart from the 23rd Brigade of the 8th Column and the 37th Brigade of the 13th Column, which were veteran units of the War of Resistance, all the rest had been formed by upgrading local units after the War of Liberation began and had little combat experience, and still less experience in urban fortified-city assault.

On February 17, Xu Xiangqian telegraphed the Central Military Commission: since the Hu Zongnan forces that had come to relieve Yuncheng had withdrawn south of the Yellow River, “our first-step operational plan is to attack and annihilate the enemy at Linfen,” and proposed using the frozen ground to organize the units for tactical and technical training. The Central Military Commission replied agreeing to the plan, and once again pointed out: “As long as Linfen is taken, it will be a great help to Peng (Dehuai) and Zhang (Zongxun).” From the 21st to the 23rd the front command post convened at Yicheng a conference of cadres at battalion level and above to give further mobilization for the attack on Linfen; first Wang Xinting, commander of the 8th Column, introduced the experience of the Yuncheng fortified-city assault, and then Xu Xiangqian made a special report, in which he pointed out: “This campaign will not only affect this region, it will also effectively coordinate with the field armies in the Northwest and south of the Yellow River, and after Linfen is taken there will be no remaining enemy strongpoints in southern Shanxi at all, and our Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan region will be able to join up with Shanxi-Suiyuan and the Northwest over a very wide area. Its significance is therefore very great.” This conference made the tasks clear to commanders at all levels and strengthened their confidence in victory, and after the conference the participating units launched a campaign of troop training and actively carried out all the preparations for the attack on Linfen.

(IV) The Dispositions of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region Forces for Taking Linfen

The campaign was originally scheduled to begin on March 10, with the resolve to attack the city from the east, south and north; part of the forces of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region, located north of Linfen, were to take on the mission of blocking and striking the relief force, and the main forces of the Shanxi-Suiyuan Military Region were deployed west of the Fen River to pin the enemy west of the city. The 8th Column was to attack from the south of the city, the 13th Column from the east, and the Taiyue Military Region forces from the north. Later, because the enemy situation changed and it was learned that the terrain south of the city made the city wall hard to climb, it was decided to begin the attack ahead of time on March 6, and the dispositions were adjusted: the main force was concentrated to make the main attack from the east and north of the city, with the south of the city as a supporting attack. Of these, the 22nd Brigade of the 8th Column, commanding 2 regiments of the Taiyue Military Region, was to make the supporting attack south of the city; the 13th Column was to attack the East Pass and the electric light plant from the east of the city; the 23rd and 24th Brigades of the 8th Column were to attack strongpoints such as Xinglong Hall from the area west of the North Gate; and 4 regiments of the Taiyue Military Region were to attack Bunkers Nos. 4 and 5 from the area east of the North Gate. All units were to approach the garrison’s strongpoints by communication trenches and then launch the attack.



II. Course of Operations

The Linfen campaign, as a typical urban fortified-city assault, was carried out mainly in 3 stages. The first stage was the seizure of the outer-perimeter positions and the clearing of the outer-perimeter strongpoints, creating conditions for breaking through the city wall. The second stage was the breakthrough stage, that is, the capture of the East Pass of Linfen city, the most critical stage of the campaign, bearing directly on whether the units could break into the city and fight in it. The third stage was the seizure of the whole city, chiefly the capture of the strongpoints in the city and street-and-lane fighting.

(I) Seizing the Outer-Perimeter Positions

During the tense preparation of the Linfen campaign the Northwest Field Army fought the Yichuan campaign, annihilating 5 brigades of the Hu Zongnan forces, and then led its troops south. In order to hold Xi’an, Hu Zongnan urgently ordered reinforcement of Luochuan and strengthened the defense of Xi’an, and ordered Yan Yingzhou, commander of the 30th Brigade at Linfen, to lead his unit by air to Xi’an. The Linfen front command post of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Military Region decoded this telegram and also received a notification from the Central Military Commission that the 30th Brigade might be airlifted to Xi’an. Xu Xiangqian decided to launch the Linfen campaign ahead of time, ordered all units to advance toward the battle area on March 6, and ordered the 8th Column to make a surprise raid on the Yaomiao airfield on March 7 to cut the Nationalist air line.

On March 7 the 24th Brigade of the 8th Column took the airfield south of the city, destroying 2 transport aircraft, and the other 8 aircraft fled in haste, breaking up the Nationalist airlift plan. The 13th Column on the 5th crossed the Fen River westward and made a swift raid on the 66th Division and other Nationalist units sallying toward Xiangling and Fencheng, annihilating one part, the greater part returning to Linfen. At the same time the Taiyue Military Region forces closed on Linfen from north to south. The units attacked the outer perimeter of Linfen from the east, south and north respectively. On the 9th the units assaulting the city on the east, south and north took in succession Zhangwu Village, Yaomiao, Chaicun and East and West Zhao Village south of the city, Gaohedian, Fanjiahe, Guojiazhuang and the North and South Bunkers north of the city, and many strongpoints at the railway station, Huangtubao and the East Pass east of the city. By the 16th the outer alert forces had been swept clean and Linfen was surrounded on four sides. In the outer-perimeter fighting more than 1,200 Nationalist troops were annihilated; the units, having closed in on Linfen, swept away the outer strongpoints and began to dig city-breaching tunnels, creating conditions for the assault on the city.

At this time Liang Peihuang, General Commander of the garrison, in order to lure the PLA to the foot of the city, ordered the garrisons of the outer strongpoints to fight as they withdrew, concentrating gradually toward the strongpoints around the city. In view of this, Xu Xiangqian on the one hand adjusted the dispositions and on the other ordered the units at once to dig communication trenches, closing on the garrison’s strongpoints by earthwork operations. On the west, south and north of Linfen there were only city walls and city gates, without barbicans. The west of the city lay hard by the Fen River and was inconvenient for the units to deploy for the attack. On the open ground south of the city works stood thick, fire was tightly organized and obstacles very numerous. The terrain north of the city was rather high, but open and not easy to approach, and a forcible assault there would certainly cause great casualties. Only outside the East Gate was there a pass, the East Pass, which was the main direction of the 66th Division’s defense; the terrain there was complex, convenient for the garrison and also convenient for the units assaulting the city. Xu Xiangqian decided to make the main breakthrough in the two directions of east and north.

The units assaulting the city attacked from the east, south and north, swept the outer perimeter and closed on the city wall. Under the surveillance of the garrison’s superior artillery fire, they adopted trench-against-trench operations, advancing step by step, braving rain and snow, building works as they fought, and, to prevent being killed or wounded by fire, added roofing to the advance trenches, digging all the way to the front edge.

(II) Taking the East Pass

On the 23rd the units assaulting the city launched the attack along the whole line. The 38th Brigade of the 13th Column fought until the 26th and attacked the East Pass 3 times without success. The 39th Brigade, which coordinated with the 38th Brigade in attacking the East Pass, in its attack on the electric light company on the northeast side, after 2 days of tunnel operations, succeeded in blasting on the evening of the 30th and took the whole of the electric light company. The attacks of the 8th Column’s 24th Brigade on Xinglong Hall and of the Taiyue Military Region forces on Strongpoints Nos. 4 and 5 were all frustrated.

Because the garrison’s city defenses were solid and the PLA lacked powerful artillery support, the expenditure of manpower and materiel was very great. After learning of the units’ combat conditions, Xu Xiangqian held that: “Tunnels are the best means of dealing with this enemy,” and “we shall use the method of ‘the mole’ to attack Linfen.” On April 1 the front command post adjusted its dispositions, using the 23rd Brigade of the 8th Column and the 37th Brigade of the 13th Column to attack from the northeast and southeast of the East Pass respectively, while speeding up the tunnel operations. On the 10th, of the 4 tunnels dug by the 23rd Brigade, 3 were blown at the same time successfully, blowing open the East Pass wall; the assault detachment, taking advantage of the thick smoke, quickly climbed the wall, burst into the East Pass and, exploiting the victory, swiftly developed into the depth. The 37th Brigade, because its tunnel demolition was not successful, sent one part in through the breach opened by the 23rd Brigade and one part to climb the wall by force through the breach previously opened by the artillery fire of the 38th Brigade. Fighting continued until the morning of the 11th, when the East Pass was taken and the greater part of the garrison’s 66th Division was annihilated.

(III) Seizing the Whole City

After the East Pass was taken, the campaign entered the stage of attacking the city wall. After the loss of the East Pass the Linfen garrison’s 66th Division was left with only a little over 700 men, and the Reorganized 30th Brigade, though still having fighting power, had also lost over 400. To make up for the shortage of troops, Liang Peihuang ordered the townspeople into the fight and added to the strongpoints; every 50 meters on the city wall a ground bunker and a cross wall were built, all the houses within 200 meters of the wall on the east side of the city were razed, inner moats and bunkers along the inner edge of the moats were added, and defensive tunnels were dug under the city on the east, south and north sides, with listening jars placed at the bottom of the tunnels to listen for the PLA’s tunneling.

Xu Xiangqian, summing up the experience of the East Pass attack, decided to use tunnel demolition as the main method of fighting to open Linfen city. On the 15th the units assaulting the city readjusted their dispositions again: it was decided that the 13th Column from the area east of the South Gate, the 8th Column from the area east of the southeast corner, and the Taiyue forces from the northeast of the city would attack and advance at the same time, covering the work of the city-breaching tunnels. From the 16th a fierce struggle centered on digging tunnels and destroying tunnels developed between the assaulting units and the garrison. The 8th Column and the Taiyue Military Region forces on the east of the city, and the 13th Column on the south, used surface attacks to coordinate with the underground digging, overcame a series of difficulties such as lack of oxygen in the earthwork, the noise made and the difficulty of keeping direction, and in all dug 15 main tunnels and more than 40 covering tunnels.

The garrison, drawing the lesson of the loss of the East Pass, carried out counter-tunnel operations mainly consisting of digging defensive tunnels and carrying out demolition, and at the same time, in coordination with aircraft and artillery, fired poison-gas shells and incendiary shells and sallied out of the city with the 30th Brigade for counterattacks. Most of the tunnels dug by the assaulting units were destroyed.

On April 19, Xu Xiangqian issued the “Basic Order for the Assault on the City in the Linfen Campaign”: “Concentrate the whole of the 8th and 13th Columns and the main force of the Taiyue Group to assault the city simultaneously from the east and south, and annihilate the enemy in the city thoroughly, while using one part to make pinning attacks on the north and west of the city.”

On May 1 the front command post readjusted its dispositions again, transferring the main force of the 13th Column to the east of the city to attack together with the main force of the 8th Column; the 22nd Brigade of the 8th Column, the 39th Brigade of the 13th Column and 1 regiment of the Taiyue Military Region forces were transferred to the west bank of the Fen River west of the city to block the enemy who might flee. On the 2nd, Xu Xiangqian issued the “Political Mobilization Order for the General Assault on Linfen City,” pointing out that the liberation of Linfen had entered the final decisive stage, and that the units must “warmly respond to the call of the Center, with a hundredfold tense spirit mobilize urgently, sweep away every phenomenon of fatigue, slackness, weariness and hesitation, and, resolutely, courageously, actively and tenaciously, hold out through the last 5 minutes and strive for the final victory of liberating Linfen.”

By this time the Linfen fortified-city assault had lasted more than 60 days from the beginning of March, and the expenditure of the units had been enormous; and at this moment the Nationalist North China “bandit-suppression” Headquarters, its commander-in-chief Fu Zuoyi and others, were preparing to join with Yan Xishan to make a surprise raid on Xibaipo in Pingshan County, Hebei Province, where the CCP Central Committee and the Central Military Commission were located, and the Central Military Commission required Xu Xiangqian to withdraw 2 to 3 brigades from the Linfen front and hurry day and night to the vicinity of Taigu to coordinate with the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Field Army in annihilating Yan Xishan’s forces who were raiding Shijiazhuang. In these circumstances, against the argument of “we might as well abandon Linfen, turn the army back east, and concentrate our strength to defend Shijiazhuang,” Xu Xiangqian’s view was to keep on fighting, which was also supported by Zhu De, Commander-in-Chief of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army. On his way to inspect the East China Field Army, Zhu De wrote to Bo Yibo and Teng Daiyuan of the North China Military Region: “I am very concerned that you fear casualties and, being unable to fight it out, had better not fight at all. If such a resolve is made, all the earlier merit will be lost, the enemy will have more confidence in holding the city, our confidence in assaulting fortified positions will be lost again, and the units will not learn how to assault fortified positions. The loss would be greater still, and without any return.” He demanded that every effort be made to support Xu Xiangqian’s forces: “The attack on Linfen must on no account be abandoned of our own accord, and still less be abandoned by an order from the rear.”

In order to control the outer moat so that the city-breaching tunnels could be advanced toward the city wall, the units assaulting the city, near the outer moat, linked up by covered passages, built concealed bunkers and hiding places, and constantly organized small detachments to sally out, blow up the garrison’s concealed bunkers and block the garrison’s covered passages. The struggle of digging city-breaching tunnels was extremely arduous; besides overcoming by various means the difficulties of lack of oxygen, underground water, lighting and maintaining direction, level and distance, they also had to fight the garrison’s sabotage. Against the assaulting units’ tunneling, the garrison set listening jars and listening posts everywhere inside and outside the wall to listen for underground movement, and dug destructive tunnels and listening tunnels. As soon as the position of the assaulting units’ tunnels was discovered it was at once destroyed, and poison gas was released, or ground troops sallied out or made raids, or artillery fire sealed off, to obstruct the tunnel work of the assaulting units. The assaulting units brought their wit, heroism and tenacity into play; in order to cover the tunnels they actively sought out the garrison’s tunnels, carried out preemptive demolition or set up false tunnels to lure the garrison into demolition, and also used methods of silent operation, changing direction and detouring to avoid the garrison’s tunnels. In this extremely complex, tense, cruel and fierce struggle of counter-digging, counter-blasting and counter-listening, the units assaulting the city, after 27 days and nights of fighting, finally on May 15 completed 15 city-breaching tunnels, 3 of which were as long as over 110 meters, leading directly to the foot of the Linfen city wall. At the same time, on both sides of these tunnels, more than 40 covering tunnels were dug to protect the safety of the city-breaching tunnels. After a month of fierce struggle centered on digging tunnels and destroying tunnels, by May 16 the 23rd Brigade of the 8th Column east of the city finally succeeded in digging 2 city-breaching tunnels, each 110 meters long, through the bottom of the outer moat to beneath the city wall. To prevent their being destroyed again, the front command post resolved to launch the general assault at once. On May 17 the Linfen front command post decided to launch the general assault. The units, in accordance with the order, first loaded the explosives. At 15:00 on the 17th artillery fire was concentrated to destroy the garrison’s fire points on both sides of the breakthrough points, and at 19:30 the 2 tunnels, charged with 6,000 kilograms of black explosive and 3,500 kilograms of yellow explosive respectively, were successfully blown, blowing open the city wall in 2 breaches each more than 50 meters wide, and the outer moat was also filled level. The assault detachment of the 69th Regiment of the 23rd Brigade was the first to climb the wall. Part of the 24th Brigade developed southward along the wall and very quickly took the East Gate tower. The other units then also burst into the city under cover of artillery fire and fought fierce alley fights with the garrison. By 24:00 the garrison had been annihilated and the campaign was over.

Liang Peihuang, the garrison’s general commander, led the remnants of more than 2,000 in flight westward out of the West Gate, but were blocked by the 22nd Brigade of the 8th Column and the 39th Brigade of the 13th Column, and the greater part of the fleeing troops were annihilated. Liang Peihuang, having fled across the Fen River not far, was captured in a search by the pursuing units near the north of Mawu Village.

The Linfen campaign lasted 72 days and annihilated in all 1 division headquarters, 1 brigade headquarters, 6 infantry regiments, 1 artillery battalion and 8 regiments of irregular troops of the Nationalist army, killing or wounding more than 5,000 and capturing 18,000-odd including Liang Peihuang, more than 23,000 in all, and large quantities of weapons and ammunition were captured. The PLA also paid the price of more than 15,000 casualties and heavy expenditure. In the Linfen fortified-city assault the 23rd Brigade of the 8th Column performed outstanding merit, and with the approval of the Central Military Commission, on the application of the Linfen front command post, was granted the glorious title of “Linfen Brigade.” After the Linfen campaign ended, the whole of the southern Shanxi area was liberated and the Lüliang and Taiyue liberated areas were joined into one.



III. Case Analysis

The Linfen campaign was a typical urban fortified-city assault; this battle not only liberated the whole of the southern Shanxi land, and further compressed the Nationalist forces northward, laying a solid foundation for the next step of the attack to annihilate them, but also gave the units rich experience in urban fortified-city assault, provided real combat training for later taking the still more strongly fortified Taiyuan, and furnished experience for the units of the other theaters in carrying out urban fortified-city assault.

(I) Carrying Out the Campaign Resolve Steadfastly Was the Reliable Guarantee of Final Victory

Linfen was an isolated city, but “the positions were very solid and the enemy very stubborn”; and the PLA, because its main force had turned to exterior-line operations, had for the units taking part in this campaign mostly local detachments and independent battalions just upgraded and reorganized, poorly equipped, with little artillery and lacking experience in assaulting fortified positions. The campaign was therefore carried on in an extremely fierce, arduous and protracted manner, with relatively great expenditure and casualties among the units. The campaign commanders, after objectively analyzing the situation of both sides, held that: when you are in your most serious difficulty is also when the enemy is in his most serious difficulty; when your resolve wavers because of difficulties is precisely when the enemy feels despair. Such a moment is the most critical juncture, and such a moment decides who can hold out and who will win. It was this guiding thought that unified the thinking of all the commanders, so that from top to bottom they were of one mind, resolved at any price to fight Linfen through firmly. In the end, overcoming all kinds of difficulties and bringing into play the revolutionary spirit of courage, tenacity and not fearing sacrifice, they won the victory of the campaign.

(II) Making Full Preparation in Thought, Tactics, Technique and Materiel Was the Fundamental Requirement for Ensuring Victory in Fortified-City Assault

Because the PLA had long adhered to mobile warfare, its understanding of the necessity of breaking strongly fortified cities was insufficient, it lacked experience and study in methods of fighting, and in technical equipment it also lacked the means to break a strong city; yet having entered the strategic offensive stage of the War of Liberation, it had become very necessary to carry out the necessary urban fortified-city assaults. For this the Central Military Commission also put forward the requirement that all units should learn to break strongly fortified cities. The Linfen front commanders and units made very full preparations for the fortified-position assault. Before the campaign began, Wang Xinting, commander of the 8th Column, summed up the experience of breaking Yuncheng and gave a report to the cadres at battalion level and above of the units taking part in the attack, providing direct experience for the Linfen fortified-position assault. The units, in accordance with the instructions of the higher level, organized pre-battle training, laying stress on learning the tactics and techniques of breaking fortified cities, how infantry and artillery should cooperate, and preparing demolition equipment, and at the same time, from the top down, carried out the “four checks” activity of “checking resolve, checking tasks, checking combat organization, checking equipment preparation,” making comprehensive and full preparations in thought, tactics, technique and materiel, thereby strengthening confidence in breaking strong cities and actively seeking effective methods of breaking the city. Before the battle, in view of the many new soldiers in the units, their unskilled technique and tactics, and especially their lack of fortified-position assault experience, vigorous training and reorganization was developed, with emphasis on training earthwork and demolition well. In the course of the campaign, in view of the problems exposed by the units in tactics and technique, mass battlefield training was carried out in combination with actual combat, tactically emphasizing the problem of combining fire, demolition and assault, and technically emphasizing such problems as tunnel work and individual-soldier demolition. Through training and tempering in combination with actual combat, the units’ technical and tactical level, especially their fortified-position assault capability, was markedly raised.

(III) Bringing Into Play the Revolutionary Heroic Spirit of Assaulting Fortified Positions and Overcoming Difficulties Was the Powerful Spiritual Driving Force for Victory in Fortified-Position Assault

Linfen was a strongly fortified city of a kind the units taking part had never before met, and the units were mostly formed by upgrading local units, with fighting power still not very strong and experience of fortified-position assault even less; but because of firm confidence from top to bottom and strong will, they fully brought into play the spirit of assaulting fortified positions and overcoming difficulties, unafraid of difficulty and of sacrifice, and, meeting the difficulties head on, won a major victory in the Linfen fortified-position assault. From the commander Xu Xiangqian, with his firm conviction of “if I do not take Linfen I will not come back” (Xu Xiangqian’s letter to his wife Huang Jie), down to the ordinary fighter’s tough perseverance of “advance a foot and not retreat an inch,” the front commanders, in the face of extremely arduous tasks such as pushing tunnels forward, protecting tunnels, reconnoitering the enemy situation and breaking the city wall, held out stubbornly for 72 days and nights and finally took the city of Linfen that Yan Xishan had bragged was “an unbreakable wall of bronze and iron.” Especially in the tunnel work, the whole body of workers, in narrow tunnels with small openings and poor soil, liable to collapse, dark, damp and hard to breathe in, working day and night kneeling to dig earth and crawling to carry earth, fought continuously for 27 days and nights, smashed the garrison’s many efforts to destroy the tunnels, and victoriously completed the tunnel task. In the Linfen campaign a large number of heroic units and heroic models emerged, such as the “Glorious Linfen Brigade,” the “Li Haishui Company” and the steel-willed fighter Che Yuanlu, who not only gained real “fortified-position assault” experience but also trained a tough “fortified-position assault” force.

(IV) Repeated Demolition and Full Exploitation of the Demolition Effect Was an Important Method of Fighting for Breaking a Strong City

Where artillery fire was very scarce, the important method for breaking a strongly fortified city depended mainly on demolition, which was the experience gained in actual combat by the Linfen front commanders and also an effective way of giving full play to conscious activism, of using one’s strengths to strike the enemy’s weaknesses, avoiding the enemy’s strengths and making up for one’s own weaknesses. The units on the Linfen front, by the method of “the mole,” approached the city wall step by step and in the course of tunnel work carried on fierce and repeated contests with the other side; the two sides fought not only trench against trench and bunker against bunker but also tunnel against tunnel, and therefore the amount of assault equipment and explosives used by the units assaulting the city, the volume of earthwork, and the complexity of the tunnel demolitions were all unprecedented, and resisting the garrison’s destruction of the tunnels and counterattacking its harassment was also extremely arduous; but in the end the breakthrough points were dug to beneath the city wall, and the garrison was made to ride the “earth airplane.” When the demolition succeeded, the cooperation of demolition, assault and fire was strictly organized, ensuring that the follow-up echelons were committed in good time at the critical moment of the breakthrough. In taking each bunker group, the time of demolition and of the general assault was held by Commander Xu Xiangqian personally, and the ignition of the demolition by the brigade commander personally. The assault detachments took the sound of the demolition and the assault signal together as the time for launching the charge; after the assault began, the fire-cover teams simultaneously fired suppressively on the garrison’s fire points on both sides of the breach, and the assault sub-units carried out continuous demolition; the artillery, before and after the demolition, concentrated fire to suppress the garrison’s artillery. Therefore the engineers’ demolition, the infantry’s assault, and the suppression by artillery and machine-gun fire coordinated together and formed absolute superiority at the breakthrough point, ensuring a single thrust into the city and laying a solid foundation for carrying out fighting in depth.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





29. The Yilin Campaign of the Subei Army Group of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1948.3.16–1948.3.19)




Case Summary

In the War of Liberation, the Subei (Northern Jiangsu) Army Group of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, in order to open up the Subei situation quickly and to coordinate with the operations of the PLA in the Central Plains and Shandong, carried out a fortified-position assault on Yilin. Taking advantage of the moment when the Nationalist army was readjusting its dispositions and its relief forces had not yet all arrived, the Subei Army Group concentrated the 2nd, 11th and 12th Columns (less the 34th Brigade) and the units of the 5th and 6th Army Sub-districts of the Subei Military Region, 13 regiments in all, and attacked the Nationalist garrison of Yilin city, the 113th Brigade of the Reorganized 51st Division. In this campaign more than 7,000 Nationalist troops were annihilated in all, and the Subei Army Group suffered more than 2,800 casualties.



I. Pre-War Situation

In the second half of 1946, when the main force of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army gradually moved from central Jiangsu and Subei to the Shandong theater to operate, the 11th and 12th Columns were left in the Subei area to persist in arduous rear-area struggle. Later the 2nd Column came south from Shandong and joined the 11th and 12th Columns to form the Subei Army Group of the East China Field Army, in order to open up the Subei situation.

(I) The Establishment of the Subei Army Group of the East China Field Army

As the PLA turned to the strategic offensive in the Central Plains and forced the Nationalist army to change from all-round defense to defense by zones, the PLA in the Subei theater also greatly improved its conditions for struggle. In order to screen its Lower Yangtze defense line and shield its center of rule, the Nanjing–Shanghai–Hangzhou area, the Nationalist army, even while it suffered successive defeats in other theaters, and especially in the Central Plains theater, still maintained a relatively large superiority of force in the Subei area and from time to time launched attacks on the liberated areas in order to contest Subei.

In order further to develop the struggle in Subei, to coordinate effectively with the operations in the Central Plains and Shandong theaters, to create a greater threat to the Nationalist Nanjing–Shanghai–Hangzhou area and to create favorable conditions for the later Yangtze crossing operations, the 2nd Column of the East China Field Army was ordered to come south from Shandong and join the 11th and 12th Columns, which had been persisting in the struggle in Subei, to form the Subei Army Group, with Wei Guoqing as commander and Chen Pixian as political commissar, taking on the operational mission in the Subei theater. At the same time the two military regions of central Jiangsu and Subei were merged into the Subei Military Region, and the former Central China command was abolished.

On February 17, 1948, the 2nd Column came south from the Jiaodong area of Shandong, crossed the Longhai railway between Tuofeng and A’ni, entered Subei, and on March 14 successfully reached the Yangzhai area northwest of Funing.

(II) The Dispositions of the Nationalist Army

The 2nd Column’s southward march into Subei gave the Nationalist army an illusion: they mistakenly thought the East China Field Army intended to cross the Yangtze, and were extremely alarmed. On the one hand they hurriedly abandoned cities such as Funing and Shuyang, contracted their forces, and strengthened the defense of the key points and along the river; on the other hand they urgently transferred the Reorganized 72nd and 83rd Divisions from the Shandong theater and the Reorganized 25th Division from the Central Plains theater to reinforce Subei, in order to block the 2nd Column’s southward advance.

Yilin was a large market town east of the Two Huai (Huaiyin and Huai’an) and played an important role in screening the Two Huai. The town was divided into 2 great enclosures, east and west, with the Heji Company and the Huazhong Bank in turn on the east side of the East Enclosure. All were ringed by water moats, wide and deep, favorable to the defense. In order to secure the Two Huai, the Nationalist 7th Pacification Zone (located at Huaiyin) on March 11 withdrew to Yilin the 337th Regiment of the 113th Brigade of the Reorganized 51st Division, which had originally been responsible for the defense of Funing, and afterwards the brigade headquarters, leading the 338th Regiment, advanced from the Fenggucun area to Yilin to strengthen the defense; the brigade’s 339th Regiment remained to defend the Fenggucun area.

(III) The Dispositions of the Subei Army Group

In view of the enemy situation at the time, the commanders of the Subei Army Group resolved to take advantage of the Nationalist army’s alarm and uncertainty, before it had ascertained the 2nd Column’s situation, while its reinforcements had not yet all arrived and its dispositions had not yet been readjusted, to attack Yilin first and seek to annihilate part of the garrison and the relief force, quickly opening up the Subei situation, attracting the Nationalist army of the Central Plains and Shandong theaters to hasten to relieve, and coordinating with the operations of the PLA in the Central Plains and Shandong theaters. The operational dispositions were as follows: the 2nd Column (less the main force of the 6th Division) was to attack and annihilate the Yilin garrison, with its 4th Division attacking from the west and north and its 5th Division from the east and south, and the 17th Regiment of the 6th Division in the area of Yanjiashe as the reserve; the 12th Column, with its main force of 4 regiments (its 34th Brigade having entered southern Huai in the second half of February), also commanding the 6th Division (less the 17th Regiment) of the 2nd Column and 1 regiment each of the 5th and 6th Army Sub-districts, was to block, on the north-south line near Sujiazu, Huangtanggou and Jinjiazhuang, the Nationalist forces that might come to relieve from the direction of the Two Huai and Lianshui; meanwhile the 31st Brigade of the 11th Column and the units of the 1st and 9th Army Sub-districts were to launch an offensive in the area along the Yangtze, to pin the Nationalist Reorganized 21st Division in the Rugao and Nantong areas; and the 32nd Brigade was to operate in the area south of Yancheng, prepared to strike the Nationalist Reorganized 4th Division that might come north to the relief from the Dongtai area. The attack on Yilin was fixed for the 16th, striving to end the battle by dawn on the 17th.



II. Course of Operations

After the Yilin campaign began, the Subei Army Group, with the attack on Yilin not yet successful, gave the Nationalist relief force a strong and favorable blow, and at the same time attacked Yilin in a general assault and finally took it.

(I) The Siege of Yilin

The 2nd Column (less the 6th Division) surrounded the Yilin garrison at dawn on March 15, and after organizing and preparing on the spot launched the attack at dusk on the 16th. In the meantime the 11th Column and other units also entered their designated blocking positions and completed their preparations for blocking the relief.

At 17:30 the Subei Army Group began its fire preparation. At 18:00 the attacking units launched the charge. The attack in the 4th Division’s direction developed smoothly at first and quickly burst into the West Enclosure, but the attack on the 2 small enclosures inside the large enclosure was slow, and only on the morning of the 17th were the defenders of the West Enclosure entirely cleared and the attackers pressing close to the East Enclosure. The 5th Division first attacked the Huazhong Bank with its 14th Regiment; because it had not been ascertained beforehand that the place had 2 water moats, the charge was blocked as soon as it began and only after reorganization was the position taken. After taking the Huazhong Bank the division at once committed its 13th Regiment; the 2 regiments attacked westward in coordination and quickly took the Heji Company, but were again blocked by the outer moat of the East Enclosure and fell into a stalemate with the garrison. By 12:00 on the 17th all the positions at the West Enclosure, the Huazhong Bank and the Heji Company had been taken, one part of the enemy annihilated and the rest withdrawn to the core position of the East Enclosure.

On the 17th, about 3 regiments’ strength of the Nationalist Reorganized 44th Division’s 150th Brigade and the 339th Regiment of the 113th Brigade and others came to the relief eastward from the Fenggucun area and respectively attacked the positions at Liujiazhuang and Shaojiazhuang, without success, and withdrew to their original positions.

After preparing during the daytime of the 17th, the attacking units launched the attack on the East Enclosure at 18:00 that day: the 13th and 14th Regiments of the 5th Division, relying on the Heji Company, made the main breakthrough side by side from east to west; the 12th Regiment of the 4th Division attacked from the northwest corner of the East Enclosure to coordinate with the 5th Division’s attack. Because 2 attempts at bridging failed, and the Nationalists also set fire to the houses of the forward positions with incendiary shells, making it hard for the attacking units to gain a footing, and because the Nationalist defenders at the same time released poison gas, 2 companies of the assault units were gassed, the attack was temporarily suspended in order to make further attack preparations. The attack of the 12th Regiment of the 4th Division was also unsuccessful for lack of adequate preparation.

(II) Carrying Out the Counterattack

In order to relieve the danger to Yilin, the Nationalist army rushed to its relief from the Two Huai with the 6 regiments of the newly reinforced Reorganized 72nd Division of Subei. On the 17th that division advanced to the Dachequiao and Fenggucun areas and joined the 150th Brigade and the 339th Regiment of the 113th Brigade and others originally in that area, about 9 regiments in all, and on the afternoon of the 18th continued to advance east. The 72nd Division first attacked the positions of the 12th Column of the Subei Army Group frontally along the highway with 1 regiment, and with another regiment advanced north to the Daxuzhuang area to carry out a pinning action covering its main force’s advance eastward along the highway. To ensure that the 4th and 5th Divisions annihilated the Yilin garrison and then went on to annihilate the relief force, the 6th Division (less the 17th Regiment) took advantage of the enemy at Daxuzhuang not yet being firmly established to launch a counterattack on them, to annihilate that part and, in coordination with the frontal blocking, smash the relief attempt. The Subei Army Group’s 6th Division, although in the counterattack it annihilated the greater part of the enemy and dealt the relief force a heavy blow, because of insufficient close coordination the fighting did not develop smoothly and it was for the time being difficult to annihilate him entirely; to avoid being put on the passive, it therefore of its own accord stopped the attack on that enemy.

(III) The General Assault on Yilin

While the 6th Division was counterattacking the relief force, the 4th and 5th Divisions at 17:30 launched the general assault on the East Enclosure again. The 4th Division with its main force attacked southward from the northwest corner of the enclosure; the 5th Division still used its 13th and 14th Regiments, relying on the Heji Company, to make a side-by-side breakthrough from the southeast corner of the enclosure, in coordination with the 4th Division, attacking from north and south to annihilate the Nationalists. At the same time the 15th Regiment was used to annihilate the garrison of the small strongpoints outside the water moat at the southwest corner of the East Enclosure. After the general assault began, both the 4th and 5th Divisions broke through the front edge of the East Enclosure fairly smoothly, but because the formation was dense and they suffered casualties from the garrison’s fire, the fighting in depth for a time made slow progress. By successive fierce attacks in many routes these 2 divisions finally smashed the Nationalist resistance, and by dawn on the 19th had taken the whole of the East Enclosure and the small strongpoints outside the water moat at its southwest corner; most of the garrison was annihilated, and the few who broke out and fled were also annihilated in the open by the 6th Division. By this time the Nationalist 113th Brigade, apart from its 339th Regiment which was not at Yilin, had been wholly annihilated.

The relief force, not knowing that the PLA had taken Yilin, at 10:00 on the morning of the 19th advanced east again from the Fenggucun area and attacked the 12th Column’s positions at Liujiazhuang, Hujiashe and other places. At 15:00 it learned that Yilin had been taken, and the Nationalists retreated hastily toward the Fenggucun area; the Subei Army Group pursued with part of its force but could not catch them, and the campaign thereby came to an end.

During the Yilin campaign of the 2nd and 12th Columns and others, the 11th Column and the units of the 1st and 9th Army Sub-districts, to coordinate with the Yilin operation, took the strongpoints of Jue Port (now Rudong), Sanyu and Shi Port and annihilated part of the enemy; after the Yilin campaign the 12th Column went on to widen the gains, took the strongpoints of Xiangshui Port and Chenjia Port and annihilated more than 1,300 of the enemy.



III. Case Analysis

The victory of the Yilin campaign not only effectively coordinated with the PLA’s operations in the Central Plains and Shandong theaters but also greatly inspired the fighting spirit of the soldiers and people behind the enemy lines in Subei. The victory of this battle lay in the Subei Army Group’s seizing the favorable opportunity and in the correct choice of the attack objective; but because the campaign preparations were not very full, the smooth conduct of the operation was affected.

(I) Seizing the Favorable Opportunity and Launching the Campaign

Because Subei lay on the flank of the Nanjing–Shanghai–Hangzhou area, the Nationalist army was very sensitive to it, so that when the East China Field Army’s 2nd Column entered Subei the Nationalist army wrongly judged that a great army was coming south and would secretly cross the Yangtze in May and enter Jiangnan. On the one hand it hurriedly contracted its forces, readjusted dispositions and strengthened the defense of key points; on the other it drew troops from the Shandong and Central Plains theaters as reinforcements. In order to take advantage of the favorable moment when the Nationalist forces had not yet ascertained the situation, their reinforcements had not all arrived and their dispositions had not yet been completely readjusted, to strike the Nationalist army, after nearly a month of long-distance marching, without first resting and without reorganizing, the army group reached its destination on March 14, advanced to surround Yilin on the 15th and launched the attack on the 16th. The reason for such a hurry was that the Nationalist army in Subei had a rather great superiority, and if this opportunity were lost it would be harder to open up the situation. Moreover, launching the offensive early in Subei could force the Nationalist army to transfer and reinforce troops to Subei from the Shandong and Central Plains theaters, effectively coordinating with the operations of the PLA in Shandong and with the movements of the PLA in the Central Plains. Therefore the Subei Army Group’s launching of the offensive early, whether judged from Subei itself or from the whole situation of the southern theaters, was entirely correct.

(II) Choosing a Suitable Target and Attacking It Effectively

The aim of the Yilin campaign was quickly to open up the Subei campaign situation and to draw the enemy of the Central Plains and Shandong to hasten to the relief; therefore the attack objective chosen should favor the consolidation and expansion of the base area behind the enemy lines and be able to create a threat to the enemy; and since the Nationalist army held a rather great superiority within the theater, the Subei Army Group could create and keep only a short-term local superiority. The Two Huai region lay in central Subei, a vital point of land and water communications in Subei, an important military base of the Nationalist army. Yilin lay between the Two Huai and the Yanfu base area of the PLA (Yancheng and Funing); taking Yilin could both enlarge and consolidate the Yanfu base area, favoring later operations, and make the Nationalist army in the Two Huai feel threatened, forcing it to hasten the transfer of troops to Subei from the Central Plains and Shandong theaters; the Yilin garrison was less than 1 brigade and had only just entered Yilin to take on garrison duty, its defensive preparations incomplete, so that quick annihilation was achievable. The facts proved that the Subei Army Group’s choice of Yilin as the attack objective was not only suitable but effective, ensuring both the quickest possible capture and the achievement of the campaign aim.

(III) Making Campaign Preparations as Full as Possible

In this operation, in order to seize the favorable opportunity, the resolve was made to fight early and fight fast, but too little importance was attached to preparation, and the grip on it was not tight. For example, the reconnaissance and study of the enemy situation and the terrain was not specific, the effect the water moats might have on the attack was underestimated, and equipment was not adequately prepared; some commanders in the units underestimated the enemy, thinking that as long as the front edge was broken through the problem was solved, and lacked mental and organizational preparation for fighting in depth, so that the operation exceeded the estimated time. If campaign preparation had been full, some of the concrete problems could have been solved. For example, on the evening of the second day of the campaign (the 17th), when the attack on the East Enclosure did not succeed, the campaign commanders, neither impatient nor hasty, resolved to suspend the attack and make further preparations, with the result that the battle was brought to a successful end on the night of the third day and the garrison annihilated. This shows that when the situation demands fighting early and fast, one must keep an even calmer and cooler head and strive for the necessary time to make preparations as full as possible, and on no account act rashly because of time pressure.

(Yao Zengtong)





30. The Fortified-Position Assault on Weixian by the 9th Column of the Shandong Army Group of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1948.4.8–4.27)




Case Summary

The fortified-position assault on Weixian was an important component of the middle-section Jiaoji Railway campaign carried out by the Shandong Army Group of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army. At that time the Nationalist garrison of Weixian had already fallen into encirclement by the liberated areas, and the Shandong Army Group concentrated the strength of 22 regiments to besiege Weixian, with the 9th Column taking on the main attack mission. In the operation the 9th Column first attacked the North Pass, then broke through by tunnel operations, concentrated its main force to attack the West City and the East City, and in all killed or wounded 5,600 Nationalist troops and captured 1,300 including the army commander, at a cost of 5,789 of its own casualties. The victory in the Weixian fortified-position assault not only consumed a large amount of the Nationalist army’s effective strength, pulled out an important strongpoint of theirs on the Jiaoji line, cut the land link between the Nationalist forces at Jinan and Qingdao, and further improved and consolidated the strategic position of the Shandong liberated area, but also provided useful experience and lessons for the PLA in carrying out urban offensive operations.



I. Pre-War Situation

In order to annihilate further the isolated Nationalist troops at Changle and Weixian, the Shandong Army Group of the East China Field Army, after victoriously ending the operations on the western section of the Jiaoji Railway, fought again in succession and launched the middle-section Jiaoji campaign, with the 9th Column taking on the main attack task, besieging Weixian.

(I) The Shandong Army Group of the East China Field Army Launches the Middle-Section Jiaoji Railway Campaign

At the end of 1947 the Shandong Army Group of the East China Field Army had smashed the Nationalist army’s heavy offensive against the Jiaodong liberated area, recovered a large expanse of territory apart from a few strongpoints, and controlled the greater part of the eastern section of the Jiaoji railway and Yidu in the middle section. In the spring of 1948, in order to join the Bohai and Central Shandong liberated areas into one, the Shandong Army Group from March 11 to 21 launched the western-section Jiaoji campaign, recovering at one stroke Zhangdian, Zhoucun, Zichuan and 14 towns in the Central Shandong area along the railway, annihilating more than 38,000 Nationalist troops and controlling the railway between Yidu in the east and Mingshui in the west, so that the army group’s main force was in a still more favorable position for mobile operations. In order to widen the victory of the spring offensive, sweep clean the Nationalist army in the middle section of the Jiaoji line and entirely control the Jiaoji railway, and further to consolidate the rear of the operations, the Shandong Army Group, seeing that the Nationalist garrisons of Changle and Weixian had already fallen into isolation, turned its forces east and, without losing the opportunity, launched the middle-section Jiaoji campaign.

The chiefs of the Shandong Army Group resolved: first to cut the links between the Weixian county town and the garrisons of the outer strongpoints such as Changle, sweep clean the garrisons of the city passes, seize the assault positions, and then concentrate the main force to strike at its vital points, “blossoming in the belly,” take the Weixian county town, and in the end annihilate the garrisons of the outer strongpoints. They stressed the operational guideline of “steady footing and steady fighting,” using tunnel operations to approach the garrison and seize its solid works, exchanging small casualties for a great victory. In the use of forces, the units sweeping the passes and the units assaulting the city were given single missions, and 2 units of different organization were used in rotation, to maintain the momentum of the attack.

The 9th Column, also commanding the 38th Division of the 13th Column and the units of the West Sea Military Sub-district (3 regiments), with the General Headquarters’ grenade-launcher artillery battalion and the Jiaodong Military Region’s heavy mortar battalion attached, took on the main attack mission. First a part of its force was to use tunnel operations to approach the garrison and seize the outer strongpoints north of the city. The units of the West Sea Military Sub-district and some attached forces were to be responsible for watching and besieging the Hanting garrison and for taking key points such as Jiulong Mountain, Nantun and the airfield, cutting the Nationalist land and air communications and severing the link between the Weixian county town and the outer strongpoints. The main force was to be held in the area north of the Weixian county town waiting, and once it had completed the pass-sweeping task to launch the attack on the Weixian county town at once. The 7th Column, in coordination with the units of the Bohai Military Region, was to take on the mission of blocking relief from the Jinan direction, and the 13th Column used a part of its force, in coordination with the units of the Jiaodong Military Region, to block the relief from the Qingdao direction.

To ensure the smooth conduct of the assault on the city, the army group decided that the Bohai Column should command the units of Central Shandong and the Bohai 3rd Sub-district to take the South Pass and West Pass first with its main force and afterwards, from the south of the city, coordinate with the 9th Column in the assault on the city, and with a part of its force to control the area of the small hills on the west bank of the Bailang River, coordinating with the units of the West Sea Military Sub-district in seizing the airfield; another part of its force was to be responsible for besieging the garrisons at Changle, Tianma and other places, ensuring the safety of the 9th Column’s flank. If the garrison withdrew, it was to be resolutely blocked and pursued, and the greater part or the whole annihilated.

(II) The Dispositions of the Weixian Garrison

The Nationalist troops within Shandong, having suffered successive heavy blows from the PLA, had been forced to contract their forces and turn to point-and-line defense, huddling in cities such as Jinan on the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou line and the Jiaoji line, Weixian, and Qingdao on the Jiaodong coast, vainly attempting to rely on strongly fortified cities for a die-hard resistance, in order to maintain the link between the Northeast and North China groups and the Xuzhou group and prop up the remnant situation. After the western-section Jiaoji campaign ended, Wang Yaowu, commander of the Nationalist 2nd Pacification Zone, judged that the PLA’s next step might be to strike the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou line with interior-line and exterior-line army groups combined, and for this hurriedly transferred troops and officers to strengthen the defense centered on Jinan.

The Weixian county town stood on the middle section of the Jiaoji line, about 150 kilometers from Qingdao to the east and about 200 kilometers from Jinan to the west; it was the throat thoroughfare controlling the three great liberated areas of Jiaodong, Bohai and Central Shandong and one of the larger industrial and commercial cities within Shandong, and its position was important. The Weixian county town was divided by the north-south Bailang River into the East City and the West City, the two cities being about 120 meters apart at the widest point and joined by 5 large bridges. The West City, also called the Old City, was about 4 kilometers in perimeter; the East City, popularly called the East Pass, was of rather newer construction and about 5 kilometers in perimeter. The terrain of the West City was 5 meters higher than the East City. Around the Weixian county town was a belt of plain, and outside the South Pass were a few hills such as Jiulong Mountain, Leigu Mountain and Dayu Jia North Hill, with many natural gullies level with the city wall; there were 4 roads leading to the city, and on both sides of the railway protective ditches had been built.

The overall commander of the garrison of the Weixian area was Chen Jincheng, commander of the Nationalist 96th Army and concurrently commander of the 45th Division, who led the 4 regiments of the Reorganized 45th Division and 6 regiments of local security units, together with local private armed forces, returned-home corps and others, with a total strength of more than 46,000. They were disposed in the area centered on the Weixian county town, from Changle and Tianma in the west to Hanting in the east and Anqiu in the south. The garrison had lost its land link with Jinan and Qingdao and was in an isolated situation.

The Nationalist 45th Division headquarters, with the division’s artillery battalion, engineer battalion, special service battalion, signal battalion, search battalion, transport battalion, cavalry search company, motor company, guard platoon and intelligence team, the 635th Regiment of the 212th Brigade, and the 9th Regiment of the Security 8th Brigade, defended the West City. The division’s independent regiment was located on the north-south Bayai (dam-cliff) main street between the East City and the West City. The 212th Brigade headquarters, with the brigade’s directly subordinate units and the 634th and 636th Regiments (less the 2nd Battalion), defended the East City. The 2nd Battalion of the 636th Regiment defended the North Palace; the 11th and 12th Regiments of the Security 6th Brigade defended the North Pass and the Northeast Pass respectively; the 15th Regiment of the Security 8th Brigade defended the West Pass and the Northwest Pass; and 2 regiments of the 8th Special Commissioner’s District Self-Defense Column defended the South Pass. In addition, in the outer perimeter of Weixian, Changle was defended by the 13th Regiment of the Security 6th Brigade, Hanting by the 10th Regiment of the 8th Brigade, Fangzi by 1 regiment of the 8th Special Commissioner’s District Self-Defense Column, and Anqiu by 2 regiments of the 14th Special Commissioner’s District Self-Defense Column.

The 212th Brigade of the 45th Division had originally been Northeast Army troops of He Zhuguo; after entering Shandong it had had contact with local units of the liberated area but had not yet fought the PLA’s main force. The brigade’s tactical characteristics were: good at organizing fire, soldiers methodically trained and quick in movement, accurate artillery fire, and attention to depth in disposition. But the brigade’s weapons were not strong (Japanese-type), its close-combat capability was poor and cooperation between units poor, and most had selfish thoughts of preserving themselves and watching one another.

The local armed forces had a deep feudal regional character and were stubborn in thought, but had experience of struggle with PLA units, actively sought opportunities to attack the local governments and small units of the liberated area, and avoided fighting the PLA’s main force in order to preserve their strength; if surrounded with no way out, they were bound to resist firmly and stubbornly.

When the main force of the East China Field Army’s army group moved toward the Weixian area, the Nationalists, discovering the PLA’s intention to take Weixian, Wang Yaowu hurriedly flew to the Weixian county town and plotted closely with Chen Jincheng and drew up a defensive guideline of relying on the solid and complex works of the Weixian county town and stressing “fighting below the horizon,” using fighting in the outer perimeter to obstruct the PLA’s attack, then holding the East and West Cities firmly and awaiting relief. They then adopted four measures: first, to abandon unimportant strongpoints and concentrate forces to hold the main strongpoints; second, to build many wall-foot ground bunkers; third, to order the local armed forces to hold the outer strongpoints, striving by every means to gain time so as to strengthen and rebuild the outer-perimeter and city-defense works; and fourth, once Weixian was attacked, the Nationalist troops at Jinan and Qingdao were to organize relief from east and west.

The defensive works of the Weixian county town had been built and rebuilt over more than ten years by the Japanese, the puppet regime and Chiang’s forces; in the west, with the West City as the core, they formed a semi-permanent defensive system with 3 lines of defense. The first line of defense was built about 1,500 meters from the city wall, a group of independent strongpoints more than a thousand meters in depth, with several kinds of auxiliary defensive installations such as mines, pitfalls and abatis; the second line of defense rested on the South Pass, North Pass and West Pass outside the city, forming a system of city strongholds, outer moats and bunker-group positions; the third line of defense relied on the city wall and formed a ring defensive position. In the east, positions formed a defense zone with the East City as support. In the outer perimeter of the passes there were underground works and independent mother-and-child bunker strongpoints and very solid company and platoon fire points, with communication covered trenches between all the bunker groups. The earthen strongholds set up in the outer perimeter were 3 meters high and 4 meters thick, with moats and ditches each about 4 meters deep and wide. The walls of the East and West Cities were 7 meters high, 8 meters wide at the foot and 6 meters wide at the top, with barbed wire and outward-sloping umbrella-type electric nets on the top of the wall, and the moat outside the wall was filled with water, forming a city moat. In the streets, lane mouths, intersections, open spaces and tall buildings inside the city, bunkers and fire points of all kinds were built to seal off the streets, with individual solid buildings made into core works. The city gates had all been blocked, and in the West City only a small hole was left at the East Gate for passage; written documents for contact with the East City were all thrown down from the wall to the outer-perimeter units, in this way pressing the outer-perimeter units to hold out to the death. In the Bailang River 3 to 4 water obstacles of scattered stakes, mines and the like had been set for isolation. The whole defensive works had points and areas, able both to hold out independently and to support one another.

(III) The Operational Plan of the Assaulting Units

In view of the Weixian garrison’s reliance on the solid and complex works of Weixian city, its stress on “fighting below the horizon,” and its intention to resist the PLA’s attack with a stubborn outer-perimeter defense, hold the East and West Cities firmly, await relief and so smash the PLA’s offensive, the commanders of the 9th Column resolved: first to use a part of the force to sweep clean the garrison at the North Pass of the Weixian county town and seize the assault positions, then concentrate the main force to attack the West City, annihilate its main force and its command organs, and then, relying on the West City and looking down from a commanding position, to take the East City.

Use of forces and division of missions:

The 26th Division (less the 78th Regiment) took on the pass-sweeping mission north of the city; at 18:00 on April 8 it began operations against the North Pass, and on the 10th launched the attack on the North Pass garrison; after completing the pass-sweeping mission it was to shift to a suitable place and serve as the second echelon of the column.

The West Sea Military Sub-district units, commanding the 78th Regiment, were to use the 2nd Regiment to watch and besiege the Hanting garrison, with the main force of the 1st and 3rd Regiments attacking key points such as Nantun and Maozizhuang, while the 78th Regiment took Jiulong Mountain, cutting the link between the Weixian county town and the Fangzi garrison and blocking its flight north from the south.

The 25th Division was the main attack unit; during the pass-sweeping it was located in the Liufanqiao area, doing preparatory work for attacking the West City from the West Pass; after the West Pass and North Pass had been taken, relying on the West Pass, it was to take on the task of attacking and breaking through the southwest corner and the northwest corner (included) of the city. After breaking into the northwest corner it was to develop southeast and join the 27th Division; after breaking into the southwest corner it was to develop northeast and due east, a part of it joining the Bohai Column, the main force developing along Buzhengsi Street and, together with the 27th Division, sweeping clean the garrison in the north.

The 27th Division was the main attack unit; during the pass-sweeping it was located in the Damiaotou area, doing preparatory work for attacking the West City from the North Pass, and used 1 regiment as the second echelon of the 26th Division; after the North Pass was taken, relying on the North Pass, it was to take on the task of attacking and breaking through the northwest corner and northeast corner of the city; after breaking in, a part was to develop southwest and join the 25th Division, and the main force quickly southeast, in order to split the garrisons of the East and West Cities.

The 38th Division was located in the South and North Zhangshi area as the second echelon of the column, to be committed at any time to fighting in depth, and if the Hanting garrison withdrew west it was resolutely to intercept and annihilate it.



II. Course of Operations

In the 9th Column’s Weixian fortified-position assault, it first took the North Pass garrison, then used tunnel operations to close on the outer moat and city wall, broke into the city by demolition, launched the main attack toward the West City, and afterwards all units converged to attack the East Pass and annihilated the whole garrison.

(I) The Fighting for the North Pass

In accordance with the higher command’s resolve “first attack the West City and strike the enemy’s brain and vital point,” the 9th Column ordered the 26th Division to enter and assemble in the area of Qian-Hou Hangbu, Jiazhuang and Wantou; on the evening of the 7th cadres were organized to observe the terrain of the North Palace and North Pass; on the evening of the 8th forward-edge operations began at the North Pass, hindered by rainy weather; on the evening of the 9th the operations continued and succeeded. On the same day the West Sea Military Sub-district units took Nantun, Maozizhuang and the airfield, and the 78th Regiment took Jiulong Mountain, splitting the garrisons of Weixian and Fangzi. On the evening of the 10th the 26th Division began the attack on the North Pass; after fierce fighting the 76th Regiment took Xujiazhuang, Qijiazhuang and Yaojiafang, and the 77th Regiment took Zhangjiazhuang. On the evening of the 11th the 76th Regiment took the group mother-and-child bunkers in the Yangjiagou and Kangjiawan area. On the 12th the 77th Regiment closed on the outer moat of the North Palace by tunnel operations, the garrison abandoned the position and withdrew, and the position was controlled by the 77th Regiment; the same day the West Sea Military Sub-district units controlled the power plant on Xujia Road, and the Fangzi garrison retreated toward Cangshan. On the 13th the 78th Regiment, relying on Zhangjiazhuang, broke through Xinzhuang, and by 15:00 the northeast pass was entirely controlled by the 77th and 78th Regiments and the northwest pass entirely controlled by the 76th Regiment. On the 14th the sweeping of the garrison at Fenghuangzui continued, and fighting continued until the 15th, when the whole North Pass was taken. The North Pass garrison suffered heavy blows, most being annihilated or captured, and part of the remnant force withdrew into the West City.

On the 18th the Bohai Column and the Central Shandong units wholly occupied the South Pass. The 25th Division of the 9th Column was located in the Liufanqiao area and the 27th Division assembled in the Damiaotou area, both making preparations for the forcible assault on the West City. The 38th Division stood by in the Zhangshi area.

(II) Tunnel Operations

The 26th Division’s pass-sweeping task had been completed; the task of sweeping the outer perimeter of the West Pass had originally been taken by the Bohai Column, but because of changes in the situation it was not carried out. The column then ordered the 25th Division, relying on the northwest pass, to attack the West City, and the 27th Division, relying on the northeast pass, to attack the West City; both divisions first approached the outer moat and city wall by tunnel operations.

At dusk on the 15th, the 25th and 27th Divisions each used a part of their force to relieve the 26th Division in the defense of the North Pass, and, with attached engineers coordinating with the infantry, began tunnel operations; after 8 days and nights of effort, by 15:00 on the 23rd the tunnels for inward-blowing of the outer moat were completed.

In the 9th Column’s tunnel operations for assaulting the city, a total of 72,500 meters of communication trenches were dug, 255 meters of covered trench (tunnel), 403 bunkers were built, and 23,120 concealed holes (hiding places), ensuring the smooth carrying out of communication front and rear and of demolition.

(III) Attacking the West City

The 9th Column used the 25th and 27th Divisions as main attack units and launched the attack on the West City from the northwest pass and the northeast pass respectively. At 17:30 on the 23rd concentrated powerful artillery fire began on each attack point of the north city wall, and at 19:00 all the predetermined targets had been destroyed; at 20:00 the units assaulting the city succeeded in blowing the moat inward, and a part of the 27th Division at once broke across the moat and occupied part of the bunkers of the short wall outside the city (2 squads each of the 79th and 80th Regiments and 1 platoon of the 81st Regiment). The 25th Division’s front edge attack was blocked, the bunkers outside the city wall had not all been swept clean, and the garrison counterattacked the assaulting units from sally holes.

At 1:10 on the 24th the 79th and 80th Regiments of the 27th Division began to climb the wall. At 1:30 the 79th Regiment climbed the wall and occupied No. 2 salient. At 1:50 all of that regiment’s 8th and 9th Companies had climbed the wall. At 2:40 the 9th Company occupied No. 3 salient. The units continued to develop westward; the 79th Regiment’s 5th Company also climbed the wall, and at 3:00 the 80th Regiment climbed the wall with 1 company. In the whole breakthrough the 27th Division was fairly smooth while the 25th Division was still blocked at the foot of the wall; the column therefore ordered the 25th Division quickly to break through and blast the wall in numbers, not to be pinned down by individual bunkers, and to strive to climb the wall to coordinate with the 27th Division.

At 4:40 the 5th and 7th Companies of the 79th Regiment crossed the wall one after another into the city and occupied footholds, and fighting continued until 5:20, by which time the 27th Division’s units had climbed the wall with 5 companies in all (4 companies of the 79th Regiment, 1 company of the 80th Regiment).

At 6:40 the garrison counterattacked the 27th Division’s units that had climbed the wall; No. 3 salient was taken by the garrison, and at 10:00 the garrison counterattacked No. 2 salient again and was driven back by the 79th Regiment’s 7th Company. The units occupying the wall lost contact with the units in the city and were in a critical situation. At 11:00 the 7th Company was driven off the wall by a garrison counterattack; the company at once reorganized and attacked again, recovered No. 2 salient, and again climbed the wall and held the breach firmly.

At 11:30 the 73rd and 75th Regiments of the 25th Division again launched a fierce attack, and at 13:30 the 73rd Regiment climbed the wall by the due-north gate; at 14:30 the 73rd Regiment climbed with 1 battalion and the 75th Regiment with 1 platoon. By 15:25 the 25th Division’s units that had climbed the wall totaled 4 companies of the 73rd Regiment, 2 companies of the 75th Regiment and the whole of the special service battalion; at 15:40 1 company of the special service battalion controlled the Shenyuan Tower. At 16:00 the 27th Division’s units widened the breach and the follow-up units began entering the city; at 17:00 No. 3 salient was again occupied by the assaulting units. At 20:00 the whole of the 73rd Regiment, 2 battalions of the 75th Regiment, the whole of the 79th Regiment and 1 battalion of the 80th Regiment had broken into the city; the garrison’s counterattacks came too late, and at once the follow-up units of the assaulting force were committed to fighting in depth; the remaining garrison, unable to hold, withdrew to the East City, and the West City was controlled by the PLA.

(IV) The Converging Attack on the East City

After the 9th Column controlled the West City, following a day and night of preparatory work it launched the general assault on the East City at dusk on the 26th. The 25th Division launched a forcible assault south of the Qingcheng Gate and the 27th Division north of the Qingcheng Gate; the 26th Division made a feint northward of the East City; the West Sea Military Sub-district units pinned east of the East City and, as opportunity offered, took the Huafeng Company; the Central Shandong units attacked from the south of the city.

At 18:00 on the 26th artillery bombardment of the East City began; at 19:30 the general assault was launched; at 20:20 the main attack units launched their attacks simultaneously.

At 21:00 the 80th Regiment broke through first, putting 2 platoons in, and the follow-up echelons followed up quickly; fighting continued until 22:15, by which time the whole regiment had been committed to fighting in depth.

From 22:10 to 23:45 the 2nd and 3rd Battalions of the 73rd Regiment broke through one after another. At 23:15 two battalions of the 77th Regiment were committed to fighting in depth.

After all the units broke through, the column ordered the 27th Division to attack point by point northeast from the north of the East Gate main street, the 25th Division to attack point by point southeast and east from the south of the East Gate main street, and the 77th Regiment to develop the attack eastward along the East Gate main street.

At dawn on the 27th the 75th, 74th and 81st Regiments were committed in succession to fighting in depth; the column ordered the 75th Regiment to attack southward from the Qingcheng Gate toward the Kuiwen Gate, to coordinate with the Central Shandong units’ fighting. By 7:00 fighting had gone well for the attacking units, which controlled half of the East City; at 10:00 the remaining Nationalist troops wavered and broke out toward the east in succession, and were wholly annihilated outside the city by the 26th Division, the West Sea Military Sub-district units and the Central Shandong units. At 11:00, after the 73rd Regiment controlled the East Gate, the remaining garrison inside the city had been basically cleared by the assaulting units, leaving only about 1 company holding the group bunker south of Ce’erzhuang; at 16:00 that day this unit also laid down its arms and surrendered, and the battle was over.

In the Weixian fortified-position assault the 9th Column in all killed or wounded 5,600 Nationalist troops and captured 1,300 including the army commander; captured 15 mountain guns, 7 Type 92 infantry guns, 53 mortars of various models, 1 direct-fire gun, 8 rocket launchers, 49 grenade launchers and nearly 8,000 guns of all kinds; and the column suffered 5,789 casualties.



III. Case Analysis

The Weixian fortified-position assault was an important component of the middle-section Jiaoji campaign and a typical urban fortified-position assault on the East China theater. In this battle the commanders of the 9th Column, in view of the characteristics of the Nationalist army’s solid and complex city-defense works and its large-depth outer-perimeter auxiliary installations, stressed using favorable terrain and artificially reshaped terrain for concealed approach, took its main outer-perimeter strongpoints, seized the assault supports, and adopted the tactical means of roundabout encirclement, splitting the link between the garrison inside the city and the outer strongpoints and not letting the garrison contract its forces, which made it convenient to annihilate them one by one. They made a correct analysis and judgment of the enemy situation and terrain of the East and West Cities, resolved to attack the West City first and strike its vital point so as to unravel the garrison’s defensive system quickly. In the division of the pass-sweeping and city-assault missions, 2 units of different organization were used in rotation to maintain the momentum of the attack. In the course of the fighting the commanders were able, in light of changes in the battlefield situation, to size up the situation and adjust the assault dispositions in good time, fully embodying a flexible art of command.

(I) Steady Footing and Steady Fighting, Breaking Through in One Stroke

The defensive works of the Weixian county town garrison were solid, its dispositions of troops and fire rather close, and the Nationalists called it “the fortress of Central Shandong.” The garrison hoped, relying on its solid works, to use up the main strength of the assaulting units in the outer perimeter and hold fast awaiting relief. For this the army group’s chiefs established the operational guideline of “steady footing and steady fighting,” stressing earthwork operations, digging great numbers of trenches and covers, approaching under concealment and suddenly launching the attack; on occupying a point they at once built works to consolidate it and did not let the garrison retake it. Because the assaulting units correctly carried out the guideline of steady footing and steady fighting, they avoided a seesaw with the garrison, reduced casualties and expenditure, and ensured success in breaking through in one stroke.

(II) Striking the Vital Point and “Blossoming in the Belly”

In the choice of attack objective this fortified-position assault fully embodied the tactical thought of concentrating forces to strike the vital point. Judging from the garrison’s city-defense works and defending strength, the West City was strong and the East City weak, and by ordinary estimation the East City would be easy to take. But the terrain of the West City was 5 meters higher than the East City, so that an attack on the East City would be pinned down by the fire of the West City garrison, and even if the East City were taken, one would still have to attack under the dense artillery fire of the West City looking down from a commanding position. If the East and West Cities were attacked simultaneously, the attacking strength would be dispersed, which would be unfavorable for the column to break through the city wall quickly. It was therefore resolved to attack the West City first, strike its vital point, throw its command system into confusion, split the garrison’s defensive system, and make the outer-perimeter strongpoints lose their core and waver, favoring their piecemeal annihilation by the assaulting units.

(III) Encirclement and Detour, Splitting and Surrounding

In this fortified-position assault the 9th Column, besides concentrating 2 divisions to attack the West City, used artillery fire to seal off the East City and West City wall area and split the link between the East and West Cities; at the same time the West Sea Military Sub-district units and the 78th Regiment, with one part watching and besieging the Hanting garrison and another part taking key points such as Jiulong Mountain and the airfield, cut its air-communication support, split the distant outer-perimeter strongpoints and did not let the Nationalist troops contract and concentrate, isolating the Weixian county town garrison and annihilating it piece by piece.

(IV) Sizing Up the Situation and Changing the Dispositions

In the course of the battle the commanders of the 9th Column were able, according to developments in the fighting, to change the combat dispositions in good time, correctly choose the breakthrough points and carry out the breakthroughs with emphasis. Before attacking the West City it had originally been proposed that, after the Bohai Column had swept clean the garrisons at the West Pass and South Pass, the 25th and 27th Divisions would attack the West City from the West Pass and North Pass respectively; later, because the situation had changed, it was resolved not to sweep the West Pass, the 9th Column made a local readjustment of its dispositions and moved the 25th Division to the north to break through side by side with the 27th Division, so that forces and fire were still more concentrated. The breakthrough points were chosen at the salients commanding the high points, at the joints of the garrison’s defensive system, convenient for climbing the wall and for later development in depth. Each division was to choose 2 breakthrough points and each regiment 1, forming an attack in area with emphasis on breakthroughs, easy to throw the garrison into confusion and split it, and to give mutual support, so that even if only one point broke in, one could quickly drive a wedge into the depth, in order to attain the purpose of quickly settling the battle.

(V) Single Missions and Maintaining the Momentum

In view of the characteristics of the Weixian county town garrison’s works and its operational intention, the method of using forces in rotation was adopted, so that the pass-sweeping and the assault on the city each had a dedicated division of labor: the pass-sweeping units were responsible specially for annihilating the garrisons of the city passes and seizing assault positions, while the units assaulting the city were responsible specially for the assault on the city. The 9th Column used the 26th Division specially for the pass-sweeping mission, avoiding too early deployment and expenditure of the main force; the 25th and 27th Divisions, the main force assaulting the city, could accumulate strength for full and careful preparation for the assault on the city, and, using the assault positions seized by the pass-sweeping units, launched the attack on the West City garrison. Because the missions were single and the forces concentrated, breaking through in one stroke was ensured.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





31. The Yanzhou Campaign of the Shandong Army Group of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1948.5.29–7.15)




Case Summary

The Yanzhou Campaign, also called the Yanzhou urban fortified-position assault or the middle-section Tianjin–Pukou Railway campaign, was an offensive operation carried out by the Shandong Army Group of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army against the Nationalist forces defending the Tai’an and Yanzhou areas, in order to coordinate with the operations of the exterior-line army groups in the Central Plains theater. The campaign lasted from May 29 to July 15, 1948; in 47 days of continuous fighting more than 60,000 Nationalist troops were annihilated, the PLA took the strategic point Yanzhou, liberated 12 county towns and a broad area of more than 10,000 square kilometers, controlled more than 200 kilometers of the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou railway, isolated the Jinan garrison, opened communication with the southwest Shandong liberated area, and created conditions for the next step of concentrating the main force to take Jinan.



I. Pre-War Situation

In order to coordinate with the operations of the exterior-line army groups of the East China Field Army in the Central Plains theater, the Shandong Army Group of the East China Field Army (also called the interior-line army group) actively struck out toward the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou railway, annihilated the Nationalist garrisons at each point along the line from Tai’an to Lincheng, and further isolated Jinan.

(I) The Shandong Army Group Strikes Out Toward the Middle Section of the Tianjin–Pukou Railway to Coordinate with the Exterior-Line Army Groups

In the spring of 1948 the 3rd and 8th Columns of the exterior-line army group of the East China Field Army, with the coordination of the 4th and 9th Columns of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan Field Army, won the victory of taking Luoyang and threw the Nationalist army’s dispositions in the Central Plains theater into disorder; at the same time the interior-line Shandong Army Group, in the spring offensive it launched, took such important towns as Zhoucun, Zhangdian, Zichuan, Weixian, Changle and Anqiu, so that the Nationalist army faced a still more unfavorable situation in the Central Plains and Shandong theaters. In order to strengthen the defense of the Central Plains, the Nationalist army was forced to reduce its forces in Shandong still further, having transferred the Reorganized 75th Division west to the Central Plains theater (and afterwards the Reorganized 8th Division to the Northeast theater); with the forces it had left it held firm the large cities of Jinan, Qingdao and the like, and along the Tianjin–Pukou railway it continued to maintain a posture of “defense by zones,” linking 3 pacification zones together into a long narrow corridor defense to maintain the remnant situation in Shandong. In order to develop further the situation in the Central Plains, the exterior-line army groups of the East China Field Army were ordered to launch a summer offensive in the Central Plains theater; at the end of May their main force crossed the Yellow River southward, preparing first to seek the annihilation of the Nationalist army in the area of southwest Shandong and north and south of the Longhai line. For this the Shandong Army Group was ordered to strike out at the proper time against the Nationalist garrisons on the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou line, to coordinate strategically with the operations of the exterior-line army groups.

(II) The Operational Intentions and Dispositions of the Nationalist Garrisons on the Middle Section of the Tianjin–Pukou Railway

The Nationalist garrisons on the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou railway were the 2nd, 10th and 3rd Pacification Zones, which formed a corridor defense on the Xuzhou–Jinan section, attempting to maintain communications between Xuzhou and Jinan, cut the link between the central-southern Shandong and southwest Shandong areas of the PLA, and screen the strategic point Xuzhou. Their specific dispositions were as follows: the 2nd Pacification Zone, under Wang Yaowu, with the 2nd, 73rd and 84th Divisions, defended Jinan and the places around it such as Longshan, Changqing and Feicheng; the 10th Pacification Zone, under Li Yutang, with the 12th Division (the commander of the 12th Army, Huo Shouyi, concurrently serving as division commander), centered on Yanzhou, defended Tai’an, Xintai, Wenshang, Jining, Sishui, Qufu and other places, and the rebuilt 45th Division (commanding the 141st Brigade and the 422nd Regiment of the 212th Brigade) was being reorganized at Tengxian; the 3rd Pacification Zone, under Feng Zhi’an, with the 59th Division and the 37th Brigade of the 77th Division, centered on Jiawang, defended Lincheng, Yi County, Zaozhuang, Tai’erzhuang and other areas. All of the above divisions were reorganized divisions.

In addition there were 5 brigades, the Security 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 5th and 8th Brigades, stationed along the Tianjin–Pukou line and at the outer strongpoints, under the command of the pacification zones where they were located.

In the first ten days of May, in order to strengthen the defense of Tai’an and Yanzhou, the Nationalists moved the 155th Brigade of the Reorganized 84th Division into Tai’an and withdrew to Yanzhou the 335th Regiment of the Reorganized 12th Division, which had originally defended Tai’an.

(III) The Operational Intentions and Dispositions of the Shandong Army Group

In the first ten days of May, after the CCP Central Military Commission had fixed the mission of the Shandong Army Group’s sortie against the Tianjin–Pukou line, the chiefs of the army group, on the basis of the concrete situation of the dispositions of both sides in Shandong, decided that, apart from the 9th Column being left in the Weixian area for replenishment (because of its heavy casualties in the Weixian campaign), the main force would assemble in the Laiwu area and make campaign preparations. In the second ten days of May, while the exterior-line army groups were organizing their summer operations, the Shandong Army Group would strike out against the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou line, gradually annihilate the Nationalist garrisons at each point from Tai’an to Lincheng, press on Xuzhou, open communication with southwest Shandong, strategically coordinate with the summer offensive of the exterior-line army groups, and isolate Jinan, creating conditions for the later siege of Jinan. The chiefs of the army group, on the basis of the above instructions and the action plan of the exterior-line army groups, decided to use a part of the force together with local armed forces to watch the Nationalist troops at Jinan, Qingdao and elsewhere, the main force first to annihilate the Nationalist army at Tai’an and in the areas north and south of it, open up the battlefield and cut the link between Jinan and Yanzhou, and then take advantage of the victory to besiege Yanzhou, attract the Nationalist garrison of Xuzhou to relieve to the north, and annihilate it. On the 27th the missions of the first step of the campaign were disposed as follows: a part was to besiege Tai’an, drawing the Nationalist troops of Jinan and Yanzhou to reinforce, with the main force seeking to annihilate a part of them, opening up the battlefield in the areas south and north of Tai’an and, as opportunity offered, seizing Tai’an. For this the Central Shandong units (4 regiments) were to take on the encirclement and seizure of Tai’an county town; the 7th Column was to use 1 division to take key points such as Dawenkou and Nanyi, opening up the battlefield between Tai’an and Yanzhou, with its main force assembled in the area of Xiyanglou southeast of Tai’an, preparing to strike the relief force from the Yanzhou direction; the 13th Column was to use a part of its force to make a surprise seizure of the favorable positions on both sides of Daxinzhuang north of Tai’an, opening up the battlefield, with its main force assembled in the area of Shankou Village and Shilongtou east of Tai’an, preparing to strike the Nationalist relief force from the Jinan direction; the Bohai Column was first to seize Zhangqiu and advance toward Longshan and Jinan, pinning the Nationalist garrison of Jinan; and the South Shandong units were to wreck the section of the Tianjin–Pukou railway at Zou County and Lincheng (Xuecheng) and the Lincheng–Zaozhuang railway.



II. Course of Operations

According to the progress of the operation, the Shandong Army Group of the East China Field Army’s Yanzhou urban fortified-position assault can be divided into 3 stages: opening up the battlefield south and north of Tai’an on the Tianjin–Pukou line, besieging Yanzhou and attracting the Nationalist army at Xuzhou to relieve to the north, and taking Yanzhou and annihilating the Nationalist relief force from Jinan.

(I) Opening Up the Battlefield South and North of Tai’an on the Tianjin–Pukou Line

On the evening of May 29 all units of the PLA advanced toward their operational areas, and that night the Central Shandong units closed on the outskirts of Tai’an city. Because they approached only frontally and did not adopt a roundabout encirclement against the Nationalist garrison at Tai’an, the Nationalist 155th Brigade, after making probing counterattacks against the PLA with small forces, in accordance with the mobile defensive guideline of “hold if able to hold, leave if unable to hold,” boarded trains and fled north before the PLA launched its attack; Tai’an city was thereupon occupied by the PLA’s 13th Column. Afterwards the Central Shandong units continued south and took over from the 21st Division of the 7th Column the task of taking Dawenkou; the 21st Division continued south to besiege Sishui city.

The Nationalist 334th Regiment of the Reorganized 12th Division, which was garrisoning Xintai, on discovering the PLA’s movement passed through Sishui on the 30th and, together with the 332nd Regiment garrisoning that city, fled west to Yanzhou on June 1; the PLA’s 7th Column followed up and occupied Sishui. The Central Shandong units went south by two routes to meet Dawenkou, and on June 5 wholly annihilated the special service regiment of the Nationalist Reorganized 84th Division and the Security 1st Regiment in the area of Dawenkou and Weijiazhuang. The 13th Column, taking Tai’an as its base, advanced north along the railway with 1 regiment and on June 2 occupied Qingyangshu and Tumen. The Nationalist garrison of Feicheng, under pressure from the units of the Hebei-Shandong-Henan Taixi Military Sub-district of the PLA, abandoned the city and fled north on May 31. The South Shandong units on May 30 occupied Jiehe, twice wrecked more than ten li of railway on the Lincheng, Tengxian and Hanzhuang section, and drove back the Nationalist troops coming out to relieve from Zou County.

In the direction of the Jiaoji railway, the Bohai Column on May 27 recovered Zhangqiu (Mingshui), and on June 4 launched an attack on the Nationalist garrisons of Yanjiazhuang and Pingling city.

At this point the first stage of the campaign ended; the PLA controlled about 50 kilometers of the Tianjin–Pukou railway north and south of Tai’an and had opened up the battlefield, and the Nationalist garrisons along the line contracted toward Yanzhou and Jinan.

(II) Besieging Yanzhou and Attracting the Nationalist Garrison of Xuzhou to Relieve to the North

In early June the Nationalist Reorganized 12th Division had contracted entirely into the three points of Yanzhou, Qufu and Jining and was actively reinforcing its works; Wenshang and Ningyang were held by a part of the Shandong Security 1st Column. The main force of the 155th Brigade, which had fled north from Tai’an, defended Zhangxia Town and the area north of it; at this moment the 1st, 4th and 6th Columns of the exterior-line army groups of the East China Field Army had crossed the Yellow River and were preparing to annihilate the Nationalist Reorganized 5th Army and other units in the southwest Shandong area.

On this basis the chiefs of the Shandong Army Group on June 7 made the resolve for the second step of the operation: with the main force to continue advancing south along the Tianjin–Pukou line, sweep clean the outer strongpoints of Yanzhou, besiege Yanzhou, and coordinate with the operations of the exterior-line army groups; and they made the following dispositions: the 7th Column, reinforced with 2 companies of grenade-launcher artillery and 1 battalion of heavy mortar artillery, was to take on the mission of annihilating the Nationalist garrison of Qufu; the Central Shandong units were to advance actively toward Yanzhou along the line of Yaocun northeast of Yanzhou, safeguard the 7th Column’s attack on Qufu, and seize Ningyang as opportunity offered; the 13th Column was to wait in the Tai’an area, using a part of its force to begin an attack on the Nationalist army in the Zhangxia Town area, threatening Jinan, with its main force preparing to strike the Nationalist relief force that might come from Jinan; the South Shandong units were to use a part of their force to continue wrecking the Tianjin–Pukou railway, with their main force seizing Zou County as opportunity offered, and to strengthen reconnaissance in the direction of Xuzhou; the Bohai Column was to continue advancing toward the area east of Jinan, and the units of the Hebei-Shandong-Henan Taixi Military Sub-district were to advance toward Changqing west of Jinan, threatening Jinan.

On the evening of the 9th the PLA’s 7th Column surrounded Qufu. On the morning of the 11th the Nationalist Reorganized 12th Division at Yanzhou concentrated 3 regiments to relieve eastward along the Si River, was intercepted by the 7th Column’s relief-striking units and had a small part annihilated, the remainder fleeing back to Yanzhou. The Qufu garrison, with no hope of relief, abandoned the city and broke out that night; apart from a few who got away, the Nationalist Independent 9th Regiment and the local motley armed forces of the 7 nearby counties, more than 4,000 men, were all annihilated, and Qufu city was occupied by the PLA. The same day the Ningyang garrison, hearing of this, abandoned the city and fled, and the city was recovered by the Central Shandong units. On the 15th the 20th Division of the 7th Column, in coordination with the South Shandong units, took Zou County, and the headquarters of the Nationalist Shandong Security 3rd Brigade and 1 regiment were annihilated. At this point the three cities of Qufu, Ningyang and Zou County around Yanzhou had all been taken by the PLA, and the Nationalist garrison of Yanzhou was still more isolated.

In the Jinan direction: on the 11th the 13th Column attacked the Nationalist 155th Brigade garrisoning Zhangxia Town with a strength of 5 regiments, and on the 13th the garrison fled north and the PLA occupied the town. On the 12th the Bohai Column attacked Shanchengcun and Loujia (4 households) outside Longshan and annihilated part of the Nationalist 230th Regiment; because the Nationalists kept adding troops, the PLA then went over to the defense and after the 15th withdrew to the line of Zhangqiu, facing each other there.

When the PLA’s exterior-line army groups were about to launch the Kaifeng campaign, the Nationalists drew off the strength of 5 reorganized divisions and advanced urgently toward southwest Shandong, attempting to reinforce the Reorganized 5th Army; its Reorganized 83rd Division advanced to Jinxiang, and the Reorganized 25th Division advanced from Suqian toward Xuzhou. In order to relieve the pressure on the Central Plains theater, the Shandong Army Group was ordered to step up the siege of the Nationalist garrison of Yanzhou so as to attract the Reorganized 25th Division or the Reorganized 83rd Division to relieve to the north; according to the established plan, the 7th Column (less the 20th Division) and the Central Shandong units were to besiege Yanzhou and carry out feint attacks, attracting the Xuzhou garrison to relieve north; the 20th Division and the South Shandong units were located at Zou County to block any Nationalist troops that might relieve north from Xuzhou; the 13th Column was to rest and reorganize between Zhangxia Town and Tai’an and, as opportunity offered, take part in the operations at Yanzhou or in the direction of Longshan east of Jinan; the 9th Column was ordered to the Zhangqiu area to advance toward Longshan in coordination with the Bohai Column.

On the 20th the 7th Column and the Central Shandong units besieged Yanzhou and at once launched outer-perimeter operations; on the 24th the Central Shandong units took the Glass Factory northeast of the city, and on the 25th the 7th Column took the West Pass and continued to attack the other passes.

In the Jinan direction: in order to relieve the threat to Jinan from the east, southwest and three directions, after the Bohai Column had withdrawn to its Zhangqiu positions, Wang Yaowu on the 17th concentrated the strength of 4 brigades and carried out a counterattack. On the 18th the Bohai Column was forced to evacuate Zhangqiu and shift to the Zouping area, and the 9th Column was ordered to reinforce. On the 23rd the Nationalist army, hearing of it, withdrew westward; the 9th Column pursued with all its strength, annihilated more than a thousand Nationalist troops, occupied Longshan, Guodian, Hancang and other places, and pressed on the near suburbs of Jinan.

On June 26, Huang Baitao, leading the Reorganized 25th Division and the 3rd Fast Column, was carried north by motor transport to relieve Yanzhou, reaching Tengxian on the 28th, with his vanguard advancing to Jiehe. Accordingly the 9th and 13th Columns of the Shandong Army Group (less the 38th Division, which remained at Tai’an) were ordered to advance to the Sishui and Nanxin area, and the 7th Column also drew close toward the southeast of Yanzhou. Huang Baitao, on his way north with his troops, was extremely wary and did not dare advance boldly; because the 9th and 13th Columns, coming south from near Jinan, had not yet had time to enter their relief-striking positions, the army group moved the 7th Column out of the West Pass of Yanzhou ahead of time to prepare to strike the relief. When Huang Baitao discovered that the PLA’s city-assaulting units had shifted and had the intention of besieging the city and striking the relief force, he at once halted his advance. At this time the exterior-line army groups, having annihilated the Kaifeng garrison, were besieging and annihilating Qu Shounian’s army group in the Sui County and Qi County area. Because the Nationalist army’s situation in the Central Plains theater had become critical, Huang’s force on the 29th and 30th withdrew south by train to Xuzhou and was switched to reinforce the Central Plains theater.

At this point the second stage of the campaign ended. The PLA had taken the county towns of Qufu, Zou County, Sishui, Ningyang and others, annihilated more than 1,000 Nationalist troops, controlled more than 100 kilometers of the Tianjin–Pukou railway from Zhangxia Town to Zou County and isolated Yanzhou, but had not been able to pin down Huang Baitao’s army group in the Yanzhou area throughout.

(III) Taking Yanzhou and Annihilating the Nationalist Relief Force from Jinan

Yanzhou was the Nationalists’ strategic point on the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou railway. It was garrisoned by the headquarters of the 10th Pacification Zone, the headquarters of the Reorganized 12th Division and the division’s directly subordinate independent field-war regiment, the 111th Brigade, the 334th Regiment of the 112th Brigade, the Independent Brigade’s 8th Regiment and the remnants of its 9th Regiment, the 8th and 17th Regiments of the Security 3rd Brigade, the newly organized Shandong Security 1st and 2nd Regiments and others, a force of 11 regiments, together with an artillery regiment, logistics units and the local motley armed forces of the counties near Yanzhou, about 28,000 men in all. The Nationalist army, relying on the high city wall and the wide, deep moat, constituted a solid defensive position, and with the 112th Brigade at Jining (less its 334th Regiment) and 2 regiments of the Shandong Security 1st Column at Wenshang formed a triangular defensive disposition, attempting to go on controlling the Yanzhou area.

On July 1 the PLA’s 7th Column and the Central Shandong units again besieged Yanzhou and began attacks on the outer-perimeter garrisons; by the 3rd the PLA had taken outer-perimeter positions at Xinqiao, Zhaojiacun, Qian-Hou Wo, Doufudian and elsewhere. From the 4th the attack began against the garrisons at the West Pass, South Pass and Old Pass. The Nationalist Reorganized 45th Division, garrisoning Tengxian, after Huang Baitao’s army group had withdrawn south to Xuzhou, fearing annihilation fled in panic southward on the 2nd, and the South Shandong units recovered the city and pursued and annihilated more than 400.

On the 6th the Shandong Army Group, in accordance with the mission given by the Central Military Commission of annihilating the whole Yanzhou garrison, striving to annihilate the Jinan relief force and sweeping clean the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou line, made the following dispositions: the 7th and 13th Columns (less the 39th Division) were quickly to clean out the remnants of the Nationalists at the West Pass and the garrison at the South Pass, and then the 7th Column from the south and west of Yanzhou city and the 13th Column from the west and northwest were to attack the city; the Central Shandong units, also commanding the 39th Division of the 13th Column, located in the area east and north of Yanzhou city, were to attack the East Pass garrison with their main force, choosing one point to attack, and a part, after taking the North Pass, was to make a feint attack on the city wall, coordinating with the 7th and 13th Columns in the attack on the city; another part was to assemble in the area southeast of Yanzhou city and take on the task of blocking and annihilating any Nationalist troops that might break out; 1 regiment was to move out to the area east of Tai’an, watch the movements of the Jinan relief force, and keep in close contact with the 9th Column. The 9th Column was to assemble in the Sishui and Zhugou area, ready to strike the Jinan relief force; 1 regiment was to move out to the banks of the Wen River west of Loude, to safeguard the safety of the rear supply line and watch the movements of the Jinan relief force. The South Shandong units were to use their main force to be inserted into the Lincheng and Hanzhuang area, thoroughly wrecking that section of railway and actively striking Nationalist troops fleeing south from Lincheng or relieving north, and another part was to approach Yi County and Zaozhuang.

The Bohai Column used a part of its force in the Longshan area to watch and strike the Nationalist troops coming out to harass, and its main force assembled in the Zhangqiu and Zouping area to rest and reorganize.

The 7th Column and the Central Shandong units launched an attack on the garrisons of the city passes, and after 3 fierce seesaw fights took the West Pass and the Old Pass on the night of the 7th. Because to the east of Yanzhou city the Si River cut off the way, so that movement of troops was inconvenient, the ground outside the North Gate was open and not easy to approach, and the South Pass was narrow and unfavorable for massing troops, the Shandong Army Group resolved to readjust its dispositions, relying on the West Pass to concentrate the main forces of the 7th and 13th Columns to carry out a side-by-side attack. The assault dispositions were as follows: the main force of the 7th Column and the 37th Division of the 13th Column were to make the main breakthrough on the sector south and north of the Old West Gate; the 38th Division of the 13th Column was to break through at the New West Gate; and the 19th Division of the 7th Column was to make a supporting breakthrough at the southwest corner of Yanzhou city. All units began the work of attacking the city on the 8th, and the general assault was fixed for 17:00 on the 12th.

Because the PLA had undertaken no offensive action for four or five days after the 7th, the Nationalists misjudged, and when the sudden and violent general assault was launched at 20:00 on the 12th the Nationalists were thrown into panic and helplessness. The 60th Regiment of the PLA’s 20th Division, taking advantage of their confusion, with bold and rapid action first climbed the wall in one stroke. After 2 hours of fighting the 7th and 13th Columns, with the coordination of feint attacks by the Central Shandong units, broke through the wall defense position, and a part went into the street districts and began lane fighting. The Nationalists hastily organized counterattacks, but because their reserves had been too greatly consumed in the outer-perimeter fighting, their repeated counterattacks were all smashed. At 11:00 on the 13th the southwest part of the city was occupied by the PLA, and the remaining Nationalist troops fell back to defend the eastern part of the city, and by 17:00 had all contracted into the East Pass, attempting to break out after dusk. At 18:30 the Nationalist troops began to break out by separate routes; a small group fled east between the Cattle Factory and the Noodle Shop and was surrounded and annihilated by the 117th Regiment, while the large group fled south along both sides of the railway, and at 19:00 the 39th Division was wholly annihilated on both sides of the highway north of Dagangguan, only Li Yutang escaping in disguise. The Nationalist army in all lost more than 27,000 killed or wounded and 2,000 captured.

While the PLA was surrounding and annihilating the Yanzhou garrison, the Nationalist 4 brigades of the 96th Army at Jinan on July 1 set out from Zhangxia Town to relieve Yanzhou, but, fearing annihilation, hung back; urged on repeatedly by Wang Yaowu, they began to reach Tai’an only on the 11th, on the 12th occupied Dawenkou, and on the 13th their vanguard, the 161st Brigade, crossed the Wen River and reached the Taiping and Mozhuang area.

That night the 9th Column sallied out in the rain, going around by east and west routes, but failed to cut off their line of retreat; at 4:00 on the 14th, on the west route the 25th Division occupied Manzhuang and annihilated more than 700 of the rear of the Nationalist 211th Brigade, and on the east route the 27th Division annihilated part of the rear of the Nationalist 155th Brigade in the Nanliu Northeast area; by this time the main Nationalist force had all fled north, and only its 161st Brigade was surrounded in the area of Qijiazhuang and Taiping south of the Wen River; on the morning of the 15th, after the 27th Division and the 26th Division had respectively annihilated the Nationalists at Qijiazhuang and Pujiazhai, they went on at 19:00 to attack the remnants at Qijialing, Taiping and elsewhere, and by 20:00 these remnants were wholly annihilated. In this battle the PLA annihilated the whole of the Nationalist 161st Brigade and a part each of the 155th and 211th Brigades, killing or wounding and capturing more than 7,580, and, taking advantage of the victory, recovered Tai’an again. After the loss of Yanzhou the Nationalist garrisons of Jining and Wenshang also abandoned their cities and fled south on the 13th, and the campaign ended in victory.



III. Case Analysis

The PLA’s capture of the strategic point Yanzhou controlled more than 200 kilometers of the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou railway, opened communication with the southwest Shandong liberated area, further isolated the Jinan garrison, created conditions for the next step of concentrating the main force to take Jinan, and at the same time accumulated experience for urban fortified-position assault.

(I) Keeping the Whole Situation in View in Organizing the Campaign Action

The Yanzhou campaign was organized by the PLA strategically to coordinate with the exterior-line army groups’ launching of the summer offensive in the Central Plains theater, in order to pin down the Nationalist army in the Shandong and Xuzhou areas; at the same time it was also to open communication between the two theaters of the Central Plains and Shandong, and to control the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou railway and isolate Jinan, creating conditions for the later joining of the interior-line and exterior-line army groups to seize the strategic point Jinan. The campaign therefore concerned the strategic action of both the Central Plains theater and the East China theater. In view of this, the Shandong Army Group in this campaign paid special attention to deciding the campaign action from the needs of the whole situation. For example, in order to coordinate closely with the actions of the exterior-line army groups, the army group first launched attacks at Tai’an and Dawenkou on the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou line, threatening and pinning the Nationalist garrisons of Jinan and Yanzhou, and strategically covered the southward crossing of the Yellow River by the exterior-line army groups’ 1st, 4th and 6th Columns to emerge in southwest Shandong and safeguarded their flank security. When the exterior-line army groups launched the Kaifeng campaign, in order to relieve the pressure on the Central Plains theater, the Shandong Army Group at once besieged Yanzhou, attracting the Huang Baitao army group, which was attempting to reinforce the Central Plains theater, to divert its troops north to relieve Yanzhou. When the intention of besieging the city and striking the relief force could not be realized, it turned to a forcible assault on Yanzhou, in order to control thoroughly the middle section of the Tianjin–Pukou railway and create a favorable posture for the strategic action of attacking Jinan to the north and pressing on Xuzhou to the south.

(II) Choosing a Weak Area and Quickly Opening Up the Battlefield

In order to open up quickly the situation of controlling the Tianjin–Pukou line, the Shandong Army Group, on the basis of the distribution of the Nationalist garrisons at the three points of Xuzhou, Yanzhou and Jinan and their relations to one another, decided first to strike at the Nationalist forces in the Tai’an and Dawenkou area and to launch the campaign from there. The grounds for this resolve were: first, Tai’an was the junction of the Nationalist 10th Pacification Zone under Li Yutang and the 2nd Pacification Zone under Wang Yaowu, with weak troop dispositions, mutual watchfulness and uncoordinated actions, which favored victory in the first battle; second, Tai’an lay between Yanzhou and Jinan, and starting the attack from there favored rapid expansion in the two directions of south and north, giving a favorable battlefield for attacking Yanzhou to the south and blocking the Jinan relief force to the north; third, after the Weixian campaign, if the army group assembled in the Laiwu area it could quickly strike out at Tai’an from close at hand, which favored achieving surprise in the campaign and in the fighting. But the PLA had underestimated the situation in which the Nationalist garrison of Tai’an would quickly abandon the city and flee north without a hard fight, and failed to adopt a roundabout encircling disposition tactically in the campaign, so that the Nationalist garrison was able to escape.

(III) Concentrating the Main Force and Carrying Out the Key Breakthrough

The walls of Yanzhou were high and its moat deep, its works solid and the Nationalist defenders numerous, and the terrain on the east, south and north sides was inconvenient for developing the attack; the Shandong Army Group therefore concentrated its main force west of the city and, in one direction and sector, carried out a key multi-route side-by-side breakthrough, while in other directions it carried out supporting and feint attacks. For example, on the main breakthrough sector of 500 meters, the strength of 4 regiments of the 7th Column and 13th Column was disposed in echelons in depth, each choosing a breakthrough point to break through side by side, and the army group’s whole artillery was concentrated to support the city-assault operation, forming a powerful and tenacious assault group. Because of the multi-point side-by-side breakthrough pattern, once the attack began the Nationalist garrison was thrown into panic and unable to cope, and a breakthrough at one point could quickly achieve a breakthrough along the whole line. At the same time, because the assault units were disposed in echelons in depth, the follow-up echelons quickly entered the city, and a powerful assault force and the strength continually to smash the Nationalist garrison’s many counterattacks was always maintained. The use of artillery was also rather concentrated: only a part of the guns was responsible for suppressing the enemy’s artillery, and the rest of the guns were all used to support the troops’ city assault directly. In order to open an assault road on the main breakthrough sector, artillery fire opened a breach 10 meters wide in the city wall, so that the troops could climb the wall without ladders, which played an important role in speeding the breakthrough of the city wall.

(Deng Ping)





32. The Fortified-Position Assault on Xiangyang by the 6th Column of the Central Plains Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1948.7.7–7.16)




Case Summary

On July 2, 1948, the Central Plains Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, seizing the favorable opportunity that the Nationalist garrison in the middle reaches of the Han River was weak and thin, launched the Xiang-Fan Campaign and took Xiangyang and Fancheng, the key points of the three provinces of Sichuan, Shaanxi and Hubei. In the fortified-position battle for Xiangyang city, the 6th Column of the Central Plains Field Army first fought the outer perimeter, then took the city wall, and afterwards split and surrounded the Xiangyang garrison and annihilated it, achieving fairly outstanding results. In this campaign more than 14,000 Nationalist troops were annihilated in all, while the PLA itself suffered only 2,544 casualties. The victory in the Xiangyang fortified-position assault enabled the PLA to hold the city firmly, blocked the road of southward flight of the Nationalist troops along the Han River, and played a vital role in the complete victory of the Xiang-Fan Campaign.



I. Pre-War Situation

In the middle reaches of the Han River, taking advantage of the weak and thin Nationalist garrison, the Central Plains Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army launched the Xiang-Fan Campaign, and after the first stage of the campaign resolved to take Xiangyang city and annihilate its garrison.

(I) The Central Plains Field Army Takes the Opportunity to Launch the Xiang-Fan Campaign

In the second half of June 1948 the main forces of the Nationalists and Communists in the Central Plains were fighting in the East Henan and Ping-Han railway area. The Nationalist Qu Shounian army group was being surrounded and annihilated in the Sui County and Qi County area by the main force of the East China Field Army of the PLA; the Nationalist Hu Lian army group and Wu Shaozhou army group were relieving northward from south of the Ru River and from the Zhumadian area respectively, and the Yang Ganzai army group had advanced from Nanyang to the Queshan area in support. At this time the garrisons at Xiangyang, Fancheng, Gucheng and Laohekou in the south, in the middle reaches of the Han River, were completely isolated. The Xiang-Fan area was the junction of the Nationalist Northwest group and Central China group. In the spring of 1948 the Nationalists had set up the 15th Pacification Zone here, with Kang Ze (a secret-agent chief, formerly head of the organization section of the Nationalist San-Qing Corps) as commander, commanding 3 Sichuan-army brigades, disposed as follows: the 163rd Brigade in the Gucheng area; the 164th Brigade defending Fancheng; and the main force of the 104th Brigade and the headquarters of the 15th Pacification Zone defending Xiangyang and the mountains south and southwest of the city.

In order to open up the areas on both banks of the Han River, turn the Han River into an inland river of the Central Plains liberated area, establish a strategic forward base, and coordinate with the main force’s operations in East Henan, the Central Plains Field Army resolved to take this opportunity to launch the Xiang-Fan Campaign and annihilate the 15th Pacification Zone. The units taking part in the campaign were the 6th Column, the 28th Brigade of the Tongbai Military Region and its 3rd Sub-district, and the 12th Brigade of the South Shaanxi Military Region, under the unified command of Wang Hongkun, commander of the Tongbai Military Region.

In order to annihilate wholly the Nationalist 15th Pacification Zone on the Han River, the chiefs of the military region resolved to divide the campaign into 2 stages. The first stage was a surprise raid on the Laohekou and Gucheng garrisons; the second stage was to attack Xiang-Fan. The campaign was launched on July 3. The 6th Column set out from the Xinye area and raced to Laohekou; the garrison’s 487th Regiment of the 163rd Brigade fled south, and the 6th Column followed up in pursuit; on the evening of the 3rd the 12th Brigade, in the mountains south of Gucheng, cut off the retreat of the Nationalist troops fleeing south from Laohekou toward Gucheng and annihilated 1 battalion of the 163rd Brigade’s 488th Regiment; the units of the Tongbai 3rd Sub-district, after annihilating 1 battalion of the Taipingdian garrison, at once crossed the Han River westward, on the 3rd intercepted the Nationalist 163rd Brigade’s baggage train and annihilated it wholly at Baihu Mountain south of Gucheng; and the South Shaanxi 28th Brigade had already approached Fancheng. At this point the first stage of the campaign ended.

After the first stage of operations, the Nationalist forces in the Xiang-Fan area had all contracted into Xiangyang city and the mountains around it. In order to prevent the Nationalist troops from fleeing in haste, the Central Plains Field Army resolved to take advantage of the situation to annihilate the Xiangyang garrison at once.

(II) The Dispositions of the Xiangyang Garrison

Xiangyang is today part of Xiangfan city in Hubei, backed on the north by the Han River, facing Fancheng across the water, controlling the middle reaches of the Han River, communicating north with Guan(zhong) and Luo(yang), joined on the south with Sha(shi) and Yi(chang), connected on the east with the three towns of Wuhan, and on the west controlling the highway to Sichuan and Shaanxi; it was a place that strategists had contested since ancient times and an important town of northern Hubei. On the east, north and northwest the city was ringed by water, with deep standing water in the moat outside the city, joined on the east to the Han River, with a gap of about 200 meters between the west and the Han River, level ground, the only road leading to the northwest corner of the city. South and southwest of the city the mountains Phoenix Mountain, Wan Mountain, Zhenwu Mountain, Tiemao Mountain, Bian Mountain and Pipa Mountain formed a screen, 160 to 460 meters in height, and the terrain was complex and precipitous, easy to defend and difficult to attack, able to overlook the whole city and control the roads south, west and east of the city. Holding the great mountains south and southwest of the city meant holding Xiangyang, and history had the saying “to attack Xiangyang one must first seize Nan Mountain (the Southern Mountain).” Between the Han River west of the city and Nan Mountain there was a level, narrow corridor of about 4,000 meters, the road one had to pass to reach the West Gate. In the operational area 3 roads led directly to Xiangyang city, passable by vehicles of all types. The tributaries of the Han River were mostly seasonal rivers, shallow, and had little effect on the movement of the units.

The direction of the West Gate of Xiangyang was a long, narrow corridor, with the Han River to the north as a screen and, to the south, controlled by Pipa Mountain and Zhenwu Mountain; the garrison, relying on these natural obstacles, and combining works construction and troop dispositions, had formed a defensive system in echelons in depth and carried out a key defense there. The mountains south of Xiangyang were the screen of Xiangyang, and to take Xiangyang it was necessary first to take Nan Mountain.

The commander of the Xiang-Fan garrison, the 15th Pacification Zone commander Kang Ze, knew nothing of military affairs and was an incompetent; his deputy commander Guo Xunqi, although an old soldier, was not given weight by Chiang. The 3 Sichuan-army brigades under him were not strong in fighting power and low in morale. Of these the 104th and 164th Brigades had both been rebuilt after being annihilated and were rather poorly equipped. After the first stage of operations the greater part of the 163rd Brigade had been annihilated, and the rest had not lost much. The Xiangyang garrison had few heavy weapons, and after the first stage of operations the Nationalist troops in the Xiangyang area had all contracted into Xiangyang city and the mountains around it. They had 1 regiment of the 104th Brigade defending the great mountains south of the city, and another regiment defending the South Gate and the area east and west of it, attempting to defend relying on the mountains, to exhaust the units assaulting the city and block them on the peripheral heights. The West Gate and the area west of the city were held by 1 regiment each of the 164th Brigade and 163rd Brigade; the East Gate and North Gate were held by a few regular troops together with local units; the 164th Brigade (less 1 regiment) defended Fancheng, and 1 battalion of the 104th Brigade defended Dongjinwan, controlling the important route of crossing the Han River westward.

The east, west and south walls of Xiangyang all had very wide outer moats with rather deep standing water, of which outside the West Gate there were 2 outer moats, about 3 meters deep, not fordable. Outside the moats were thickly laid barbed wire and abatis. Ground bunkers and concrete bunkers were built on the city wall and on the great mountain to the south.

The garrison on Wan Mountain and Dashantou west of the city was the remnants of the 163rd Brigade (about 1 regiment), with solid works built; at Gaojiawan, Shijiaying and Zhangjiatang ground bunkers, open bunkers, trench moats and other works had been built; on the roads leading into the city, in dead angles and in open ground, mines were laid everywhere. The garrison formed a deployment in echelons in depth in the direction of the West Gate and carried out a key defense.

The mountains south of the city were defended by the 15th Regiment of the 104th Brigade, whose regimental command post was on Yangyu Mountain, forming a ring defensive position with ground bunkers and concrete bunkers as the core; the works on Hutou Mountain, Phoenix Mountain and Tiemao Mountain were solid and all held by heavy forces.

(III) The Operational Dispositions of the Units Assaulting the City

After the first stage of operations ended, the campaign entered the second stage, the annihilation of the Xiangyang garrison. In view of the fact that the Nationalist troops, under the PLA’s powerful offensive, might flee south, the higher command resolved first to sweep clean the outer perimeter, surround Xiangyang, cut off its water and land escape routes, and then attack the city relying on the mountains. The chiefs of the Central Plains Field Army and the Tongbai Military Region decided that Wang Jinshan, commander of the 6th Column, should exercise unified command over the 6th Column, the South Shaanxi 12th Brigade and the Tongbai 3rd Sub-district units in besieging Xiangyang, and that the main force of the Tongbai Military Region, the 28th Brigade, should attack Fancheng.

In view of the fact that the direction of the West Gate of Xiangyang was a long narrow corridor, with the Han River to the north as a screen, controlled on the south by Pipa Mountain and Zhenwu Mountain, where the garrison, relying on these natural obstacles and combining works construction and troop dispositions, had formed a defensive system in echelons in depth and carried out a key defense; and that the mountains south of Xiangyang were its screen, so that to take Xiangyang one must first take Nan Mountain, the column resolved, within the organization fixed by the higher command, first to annihilate the remnants of the 163rd Brigade and the 15th Regiment of the 104th Brigade defending the outer perimeter of Xiangyang city, sweep clean the outer perimeter, then attack the city relying on the mountains, and split and surround the garrison.

The column resolved to use the tactical means of side-by-side breakthrough and courageous assault, first concentrating forces and weapons to carry out the main attack along the directions of Dashantou and Hutou Mountain toward Yangyu Mountain, and afterwards with the main force to carry out the main breakthrough from the direction of the South Gate and annihilate the Xiangyang garrison.

The column’s combat formation was divided into 2 echelons. The missions of the units were divided as follows: the 17th Brigade was first to annihilate the Nationalist troops defending Wan Mountain and Dashantou, concentrating its main force to carry out the main attack in the direction of Hutou Mountain and Yangyu Mountain, and afterwards to cooperate with the 16th Brigade in entering the city to fight. The 16th Brigade was the column’s second echelon, following behind the 17th Brigade, preparing to carry out the main breakthrough at the South Gate and develop the attack into the city. The 18th Brigade was to go on building works in the Xiaohe Town area, pay close attention to the movements of the Nationalist troops, and resolutely block their northward relief. The South Shaanxi 12th Brigade was first to take Jian Mountain and Bian Mountain, and afterwards to attack in the direction of Phoenix Mountain. The Tongbai 3rd Sub-district units were to attack Wenbifeng along Shijiangshan and Tiemao Mountain on the west bank of the Han River, and to build works, to prevent the Xiangyang garrison from fleeing south by boat.



II. Course of Operations

The Xiangyang fortified-position assault comprised 3 stages: on the basis of controlling Nan Mountain by outer-perimeter operations, it entered the stage of breaking through the city wall, and afterwards split and surrounded the garrison in the city and annihilated it.

(I) Outer-Perimeter Operations

In accordance with the instructions of the higher command, the 6th Column began moving toward the Xiangyang area on July 5. On July 6 the 3rd Sub-district units and the 12th and 17th Brigades approached the heights of Shijiangshan, Jian Mountain and Wan Mountain respectively, forming an encirclement of the Xiangyang garrison. The 18th Brigade made a surprise seizure of Nanzhang county town, annihilated more than a hundred Nationalist local troops, advanced to the Xiaohe Town area, and built blocking positions to prevent Nationalist troops from relieving from the direction of Zhongxiang; the 16th Brigade had already advanced to the Nizui area. The neighboring 28th Brigade had advanced to the Qilibridge (七里桥) area and was approaching Fancheng.

On the night of July 7 the vanguard units of the 17th Brigade first controlled Wan Mountain west of the city, and the garrison abandoned the mountain and fled. The 17th Brigade then concentrated its force to attack Hutou Mountain; because the garrison, relying on favorable terrain, resisted stubbornly, the 17th Brigade suffered more than a hundred casualties and the attack was frustrated. The South Shaanxi 12th Brigade, after taking Jian Mountain, Bian Mountain and Shuangbeiliangzi, attacked toward Phoenix Mountain, where the garrison released poison gas and suppressed it with fire; the 12th Brigade suffered rather heavy casualties and the attack was not successful. The Tongbai 3rd Sub-district units took Shijiangshan, and when attacking Tiemao Mountain met stubborn resistance from the garrison and their progress was slow.

In view of this situation the column made a comprehensive analysis of the current situation and held that the garrison was attempting to rely on the high ground of the outer perimeter to delay time, hold fast and await relief; a forcible assault on the outer-perimeter high ground would certainly suffer heavy losses. Considering that between the southwest heights of the city and the Han River there was a long narrow corridor leading directly to the West Gate, that the fire of the garrison on the main peaks of Hutou Mountain and Yangyu Mountain could not directly seal this passage, and that the garrison in the city lacked heavy weapons and could not control this passage by fire either, the column’s commanders resolutely changed the historical precedent of “to attack Xiangyang one must first seize Nan Mountain” and adopted the tactic of “a fierce tiger tearing out the heart”: avoiding the outer-perimeter positions of the mountains south of the city, first to open up the corridor west of the city, and afterwards to concentrate the main force to carry out the main breakthrough from the West Gate. The concrete plan was: a part of the 17th Brigade was to take Pipa Mountain and Zhenwu Mountain, and concentrate its main force to carry out the main breakthrough at the West Gate; the 18th Brigade was to wait for orders to be inserted into the East Pass and pincer-attack the garrison; the 16th Brigade was to be the reserve; and the 12th Brigade and the 3rd Sub-district units were to go on with feint attacks on the heights south of the city, deluding and pinning the garrison there.

On the 8th, the 2nd Battalion of the 50th Regiment first attacked Pipa Mountain. This mountain was a defensive support point west of the city, held by 1 reinforced company of the 104th Brigade’s 15th Regiment. Because the 2nd Battalion had not organized well beforehand, the attack was unsuccessful. The 12th Brigade and the Tongbai 3rd Sub-district units successively controlled the positions of Phoenix Mountain, Tiemao Mountain and others. The 16th Brigade dug a communication trench westward inside the south dike of the Han River, building a jump-off position for massing troops to assault the city.

On the 9th the column continued to attack Pipa Mountain with the 3rd Battalion of the 49th Regiment. This battalion, having absorbed the experience and lessons of the 2nd Battalion of the 50th Regiment, after one day’s preparation launched the attack at 18:30; its 7th Company from the front and 8th Company from the right drove straight at the main peak from two directions, and after 15 minutes of fierce fighting annihilated the whole garrison. After occupying the position that battalion at once organized the defense with its 9th Company, preparing to resist Nationalist counterattacks.

On the 10th the Nationalist garrison, from Zhenwu Mountain, Hutou Mountain and Yangyu Mountain, with fire from three directions, struck the 6th Column’s positions on Pipa Mountain in a crossfire, and with aircraft and heavy artillery supporting the infantry launched desperate counterattacks against the 6th Column; the 3rd Battalion of the 49th Regiment smashed 6 counterattacks organized by the Nationalists and held the position. The same day the 17th Brigade gave that regiment’s 2nd Battalion the task of attacking another support point, Zhenwu Mountain. The garrison of that mountain was the 3rd Company of the Nationalist 104th Brigade’s 15th Regiment and 1 heavy machine-gun platoon. At 19:20 that battalion, with its 6th Company from the northwest and 5th Company from due south, attacked in a pincer from two directions; the fighting lasted until about 20:00, the position was taken and the garrison wholly annihilated. Afterwards the 17th Brigade with the 3rd Company of the 50th Regiment took Zhangjiawan west of the city and annihilated 1 platoon of Nationalist troops. The corridor west of the city was thus opened, driving straight to the West Pass.

On the 10th, in order to pincer-attack Xiangyang, the column ordered the 18th Brigade, under cover of the attack on Wenbifeng by the Tongbai 3rd Sub-district units, by secret movement to go round Wenbifeng and make a surprise seizure of the East Pass embankment, establishing the jump-off position for the East Pass attack. This move greatly shook the garrison, which at once ordered the whole of the 104th Brigade at Fancheng to withdraw to Xiangyang. The column at once ordered the 18th Brigade, while attacking the city, to receive the neighboring 28th Brigade crossing the Han River from Dongjinwan, and on the 12th it handed the East Pass position over to the 28th Brigade and afterwards shifted to the Yinjiaji area southwest of the city as the column’s reserve.

On the 11th the 3rd Battalion of the 50th Regiment made a night raid on the Tiefo Temple at the West Pass; because of insufficient preparation the attack was unsuccessful, and it then dug 2 communication trenches in 2 days and nights, driving straight to the West Pass.

On the night of the 13th the column again used the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 17th Brigade’s 50th Regiment to approach the Tiefo Temple at the West Pass along the communication trenches, and 1 battalion of the 47th Regiment to approach the Tongji Hospital along the communication trench. At 21:30 the attacking units launched the attack under cover of artillery fire. The 2nd Battalion of the 50th Regiment took the Nationalist bunker on the Tutaizi, and the 1st Battalion took the Tiefo Temple and wholly annihilated the garrison. At the same time the 1st Battalion of the 47th Regiment took the Tongji Hospital, and the 5th Company of the 47th Regiment took the Nationalist garrison positions at Qiushuxia. At this point the column had entirely controlled the positions west of the city.

On the afternoon of the 14th the Nationalist troops abandoned the mountains south of the city and withdrew into Xiangyang city. The 6th Column took Yangyu Mountain and Hutou Mountain without a fight, and thereby controlled Nan Mountain.

(II) Breaking Through the City Wall

The higher command resolved to launch the general assault on the Xiangyang garrison on the 15th. The 6th Column was ordered to carry out the main breakthrough at the West Gate, with the 12th Brigade and the 28th Brigade attacking from the northeast corner and southeast corner respectively. The units’ converging points were directed at Yang Family Ancestral Hall, Kang Ze’s headquarters. The column’s commanders resolved to carry out the main attack from the West Pass via the Great Stone Bridge toward the West Gate, with the 17th Brigade as the first echelon of the assault, its 49th Regiment’s 1st Battalion as the assault unit; the 47th Regiment of the 16th Brigade was to choose its own breakthrough point at the northwest corner of the city and cooperate with the 17th Brigade in assaulting the city, the 46th Regiment being the column’s reserve; the 18th Brigade was the column’s third echelon, preparing to enter the city for lane fighting. In the organization of fire, the whole column’s fire was concentrated to form a fire group, used in the direction of the West Gate, suppressing a key sector. It was specified that in the breakthrough stage the 17th Brigade commander would exercise unified command, and in the stage of development in depth the 16th Brigade commander would.

On the evening of the 14th the assault battalion and the fire group entered the line of the Tiefo Temple at the West Pass. At 20:20 on the 15th the column began the artillery preparation and blew open a breach in the city wall; the 6th Column’s assault detachment, exploiting the moment, charged courageously, and the remaining personnel also climbed the wall one after another within 10 minutes, beat back more than ten counterattacks by the garrison and consolidated the breach. Without waiting for the garrison to deploy, the main force of the 17th Brigade at once threw itself into the battle.

At 21:30 the 49th Regiment of the 17th Brigade had attacked to the Zhongzheng Terrace, and the greater part of the 50th Regiment had passed through the West Gate. At this time the 47th Regiment, which was assisting the attack at the northwest corner of the city, because the jump-off position for the assault was too far, communications were poor and other reasons, had not been able to launch its attack. The column ordered the regiment, apart from its 3rd Battalion remaining on alert, to enter the city quickly and join the battle. At the same time the 16th and 18th Brigades were ordered to enter the fight in succession according to the plan, and the 52nd Regiment, with 2 companies, took the opportunity to climb the wall from the South Gate. The neighboring 28th Brigade and 12th Brigade also launched attacks east of the city and burst into the city in one stroke by wading the moat.

(III) Splitting and Surrounding

After breaking into the city, the units advanced in depth according to plan. The 49th Regiment attacked toward the Crossroads (Shizi Street), the 46th Regiment toward the area east of the Crossroads and afterwards developed to the southeast and north respectively; the 54th Regiment from Mihua Street toward the inside of the South Gate; the 50th Regiment toward North Street and the area east of it; the 47th Regiment toward the northwest corner; and they attacked courageously in several directions at once. The units adopted tactics of roundabout encirclement and pincer attack from separate routes, and quickly threw the garrison’s defensive system into confusion. By 6:00 on the 16th the greater part of the garrison had been annihilated, only the headquarters of Kang Ze and a few hundred men of the special service battalion offering stubborn resistance relying on favorable terrain. At 16:00 two companies of the 54th Regiment and part of the 12th Brigade, after full preparation, adopted a tactic combining direct-fire shooting of mortar guns, demolition by engineers and infantry attack, and attacked the Kang Ze headquarters, the garrison’s last holdout, annihilating the garrison there after 30 minutes of fierce fighting.

At this point the Xiangyang fortified-position battle ended in victory.

The Xiangyang fortified-position assault annihilated the headquarters of the Nationalist 15th Pacification Zone and its special service battalion and military police, the brigade headquarters of the 104th Brigade and the whole of its 13th, 14th and 15th Regiments, the brigade headquarters of the 164th Brigade and the whole of its 491st Regiment, the 490th Regiment (less 1 battalion), the remnants of the 163rd Brigade, the chemical-mortar battalion of the Ministry of National Defense (8 chemical white-phosphorus guns), the engineer battalion of the Ministry of National Defense, the school troops of the 85th Division, and local security units and others, killing or wounding about 3,000 and capturing more than 11,200 including Kang Ze, the commander of the 15th Pacification Zone (lieutenant general), and Guo Xunqi, lieutenant general and deputy commander, about 14,000 in all. Most of the weapons, ammunition and equipment were captured.



III. Case Analysis

The Xiangyang fortified-position assault was an important component of the Xiang-Fan Campaign. In this fortified-position assault the historical precedent of “to attack Xiangyang one must first seize Nan Mountain” was broken: the main attack direction was chosen at the west, and the tactic of bypassing the mountains to attack the city and “a fierce tiger tearing out the heart” was adopted, driving straight into the city, which played a key role in the complete victory of the battle.

(I) Bypassing the Mountains to Attack the City, “A Fierce Tiger Tearing Out the Heart”

In this fortified-position assault the column’s commanders made a comprehensive analysis of the current enemy situation, the terrain and their own situation, and resolutely changed the historical precedent of first seizing the mountains in attacking a city: using a part of the force to go on with feint attacks on the mountains south of the city, they chose the main attack direction at the west, and adopted the tactic of bypassing the mountains to attack the city and “a fierce tiger tearing out the heart,” driving straight into the city. When the units approached the West Pass, they again at the proper time used a part of the force to take the East Pass, opening a new city-assault position and forming an east-west pincer attack on the garrison, forcing it to abandon the mountains and defend the city. In this way the column’s main force avoided attritional fighting against the Nationalist troops on Nan Mountain, shortened the time of outer-perimeter operations, and preserved the strength for assaulting the city, which played a key role in defeating the enemy and taking the city.

(II) Concentrating Forces, Splitting and Surrounding

In this fortified-position assault the column’s commanders used superior forces in the main direction and at the critical moment, and at the same time applied the tactics of encirclement and roundabout movement, achieving the effect of annihilating the garrison entirely. At the time of the general assault, they used the necessary forces to form an encirclement of the garrison and cut off its water and land escape routes; they actively carried out feint attacks to coordinate the main attack direction; in the main attack direction, the West Gate, they concentrated the whole column’s forces and fire, forming locally an absolute superiority overwhelming the garrison, and therefore broke through quickly. After the breakthrough, they put in the strong reserve at the right time, thrust boldly and rapidly into its depth, and split and surrounded the garrison, thereby throwing the garrison’s defensive system into confusion and winning the victory of annihilating the garrison entirely.

(III) Military Democracy and Killing the Enemy to Win Merit

In this fortified-position assault the units widely developed military democracy under leadership, issued combat orders in advance so that the units could fully discuss and study them, generally organized the viewing of terrain and the setting up of sand tables, and mobilized the masses’ wisdom to study methods of fighting, and carried out pre-battle training. At the same time they also developed a red-hot campaign of killing the enemy and winning merit; the slogan “Liberate Xiangyang, capture Kang Ze alive” rang out loud and clear and went deep into people’s hearts, thereby inspiring fighting spirit, strengthening courage and confidence, and creating favorable conditions for annihilating the garrison entirely.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





33. The Jinan Campaign of the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1948.9.16–9.24)




Case Summary

On September 16, 1948, the East China Field Army adopted a campaign deployment of “attacking the city and striking the relief force, with a division of labor and coordination,” and carried out a two-wing pincer attack to take Jinan by storm. Concentrating 14 columns (140 regiments), after eight days and nights of continuous fierce fighting, by the 24th it had wiped out the entire garrison—more than 110,000 men belonging to the Nationalist 2nd Pacification Zone (of whom 20,000 rose in revolt)—and captured the commander of the Nationalist Pacification Zone, Wang Yaowu alive. The Jinan Campaign was the largest fortified-city assault on the Shandong theater during the War of Liberation, and also the last major campaign in the liberation of the whole of Shandong. The capture of Jinan dealt a heavy blow to the Nationalist “key-point defense” plan, joined the two great liberated areas of North China and East China completely into one, and created favorable conditions and a favorable situation for the main force of the East China Field Army to go south afterward and launch the Huai-Hai Campaign.



I. Pre-War Situation

While the Central Plains and East China Field Armies of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army were annihilating large numbers of Nationalist troops and opening up communication between the Central Plains and East China liberated areas, the Central Military Commission decided to attack and take Jinan, in order to create favorable conditions for the main force of the East China Field Army to go into the Henan–Anhui–Jiangsu region to fight. The East China Field Army formed a city-assault group and a relief-blocking group respectively, and launched the Jinan Campaign.

(I) The Central Military Commission Decides to Take Jinan

In September 1948 the War of Liberation entered its third year, and a fundamental change had taken place in the war situation; the whole course of the war was developing in a direction ever more favorable to the Chinese Communist Party. The Liberation Army had grown from 1.2 million men at the start of the war to 2.8 million, and the combat power of the troops, especially their ability to storm fortified positions, had improved markedly. The liberated areas were continually being consolidated and enlarged, covering one quarter of the country’s area and one third of its population, and land reform had already been carried out over an area of about 100 million people.

By operating on both interior and exterior lines, the Central Plains and East China Field Armies had opened up communication between the Central Plains and East China liberated areas. On the East China theater, the East China Field Army had gone over to the offensive in October 1947, and by the first half of 1948 had cleared the Nationalist troops from the Jinan–Qingdao section and the Jinan–Xuzhou section, so that the Nationalist forces in Shandong survived only in the isolated strongpoints of Jinan, Qingdao, Yantai and Linyi. After the victories in the Eastern Henan, Yanzhou and Xiang-Fan campaigns, the East China Field Army was able to concentrate larger forces for large-scale operations.

On the basis of a comparison of the two sides’ situations, on July 14, 1948 the Central Military Commission instructed the East China Field Army to prepare to take Jinan and, as opportunity offered, annihilate part of the relief forces, and directed: “If Jinan can be taken in August and September, then the whole force of Xu (Shiyou) and Tan (Zhenlin) can go south in October to cooperate with Su (Yu) and Chen (Shiju), and Wei (Guoqing) and Ji (Luo), in fighting several great battles, striving to seize Xuzhou in winter or spring.” It also required the East China Field Army’s leaders to consider the next operational plan on this basis.

Following the Central Military Commission’s instruction, and in light of the situation at the time, on August 10 the East China Field Army put forward three operational plans: first, to concentrate all its strength and shift to operate in the Henan–Anhui–Jiangsu region and the area east of the Jinan–Pukou railway in northern Huai; second, to block the relief force with one part while concentrating the main force to take Jinan; third, to carry out the capture of Jinan and the striking of the relief force simultaneously, but with forces used with emphasis—in the first phase, first using two columns to seize the Jinan airfield while concentrating 11 columns to seek to destroy one part of the relief enemy, and in the second phase using one part to block and shifting the main force to Jinan.

On August 12 the Central Military Commission approved the second plan, and then pointed out with emphasis that this campaign bore on matters of great importance; the entire strength of the East China Field Army must be concentrated, and the campaign task completed in a period of about twenty days to two months. In specific deployment, the city-assault force was to be formed from the whole of the Shandong Army Group plus part of an exterior-line army group, first placing the main force on the west side to seize the airfield and cut off the enemy’s air support, and afterward using the main force in the most advantageous direction of operations as the battle developed. The relief-striking and relief-blocking forces were all to be deployed in front of the relieving enemy in a “canal-flanking formation” (that is, setting up multiple defensive positions in the Zou County and Teng County area east of the Grand Canal and in the Juye, Jiaxiang and Jinxiang area west of the Canal); first of all they had to be able to hold the Nationalist relief force for more than 20 days, and then to annihilate part or most of the relief force in the vicinity of Yanzhou as planned. The northward movement of the columns in the Henan–Anhui–Jiangsu region and of the Northern Jiangsu Army Group was not to be too early, so as to conceal the campaign’s intent.

To support the East China Field Army’s Jinan operation, the Central Military Commission further instructed the Central Plains Field Army to continue assembling in western Henan for rest and refitting, and, once the Jinan Campaign began and Nationalist forces on the Beiping–Hankow (Pinghan) railway moved north to relieve, to look for opportunities to strike the relief forces one after another in motion, so as to retain the initiative.

(II) Deployment of the Jinan Garrison

Jinan, located at the junction of the Tianjin–Pukou and Jiaozhou–Jinan railways, is the economic, political and cultural center of Shandong Province. Jinan relies on the Yellow River to the north; to the northeast lie Que Mountain, Hua Mountain and Beitai Mountain; to the east are Maoling Mountain and Yanchi Mountain; and to the south Thousand-Buddha Mountain serves as a natural screen. The western suburb has well-developed airfield facilities, convenient for airlift. The urban area is divided into the commercial quarter (Shangbu), the outer city and the inner city, easy to defend and hard to attack. Its strategic position was extremely important: it was one of the strategic points by which the Nationalist army propped up its crumbling situation, and the only strongly fortified large city left to the Nationalist forces in the Shandong hinterland. Therefore, after the Eastern Henan and Yanzhou campaigns ended, the Nationalist army on the one hand strengthened the defensive works of Xuzhou and Jinan, and on the other hastened to reorganize and replenish the mobile army groups assembled near Xuzhou. Wang Yaowu, commander of the Jinan garrison’s 2nd Pacification Zone, felt his forces inadequate and flew several times to Nanjing and Xuzhou to request reinforcements. Chiang Kai-shek, Chairman of the National Government, decided to reinforce the defense of Jinan with the 57th Brigade of the 32nd Division from Qingdao and the 83rd Division west of Xuzhou. But the Nationalists were riddled with internal contradictions: after the 57th Brigade and the 19th Brigade of the 83rd Division were airlifted into Jinan in the first and middle ten days of August respectively, Liu Zhi, commander of the Xuzhou “Bandit-Suppression General Headquarters,” found a pretext to halt the airlift. On September 14, Wang Yaowu, seeing that the Liberation Army was about to launch its offensive, flew again to Nanjing to beg for reinforcements. Chiang Kai-shek then ordered the 74th Division to be airlifted from Xuzhou to Jinan on the 17th, and decided to hold Jinan firmly with 100,000 men and, after the Liberation Army’s assault forces had suffered a certain attrition, to have the three army groups in the Xuzhou area, 170,000 men, advance north as opportunity offered to carry out the so-called “decisive battle plan.”

In this way the total strength of the Jinan garrison was 3 reorganized divisions with 9 regular brigades and 5 security brigades, plus the 2nd Pacification Zone headquarters organs and local security regiments, about 110,000 men in all, the majority of them Wang Yaowu’s own lineal troops. Its defensive deployment was divided into an east and a west defense zone. The east defense zone was held by the 73rd Division directly, the 15th Brigade, the 77th Brigade and Shandong Provincial Security 6th Brigade, with about 15,000 men and 36 howitzers and mountain guns in all, defending the area east of the line Luokou–Thousand-Buddha Mountain; the area west of Wangsherenzhuang and the eastern part of the Jinan urban area was commanded by the 73rd Division commander Cao Zhenduo. The west defense zone was made up of the 155th and 161st Brigades of the Reorganized 84th Division, the Independent Brigade, the 211th and 213th Brigades of the Reorganized 2nd Division, and Security 4th and Security 8th Brigades, under the command of Wu Huawen, commander of the 96th Army and concurrently commander of the 84th Division, defending the area west of the line Luokou–Thousand-Buddha Mountain and east of Changqing.

The garrison had built a fairly complete permanent system of positions at Jinan. The alert-line positions lay 7.5 to 10 kilometers from the city and their works were relatively simple. The outer-perimeter positions lay within 7.5 kilometers of the city, using the key points around the urban area as a backbone to form over a hundred independent strongpoints; most hilltop strongpoints were built with triangular or quadrangular walls of sandwiched construction, while on the plains, according to the different terrain, clusters of mother-and-child pillboxes were built; the works were low, and most were well camouflaged, and around the strongpoints various supplementary defensive facilities were installed. The main defensive zone consisted of three defensive lines: the first was a defensive moat surrounding the whole city, 30 kilometers long in all, 6 to 8 meters deep and wide, with the earth turned inward to form an earth wall, and a pillbox every 30 to 50 meters, the pillboxes joined by communication trenches; the second was the outer-city wall, about 7 meters high and about 7 to 8 meters thick, built with upper, middle and lower tiers of fire; the third was the inner city, 8 to 12 meters high, 10 to 11 meters wide at the base and 8 to 9 meters wide at the top, likewise with upper, middle and lower tiers of fire; outside the city wall was a moat, generally 20 to 30 meters wide, 5 meters at its narrowest, and 2 to 5 meters deep. Besides the three lines of defense, street-fighting works were built along the streets of the urban area, and reinforced-concrete bunkers and the like were constructed.

(III) The City-Assault Force’s Operational Plan, Resolve and Deployment

In late August the Forward Committee of the East China Field Army convened an enlarged meeting, relayed a series of instructions from the Central Military Commission, analyzed the present enemy and friendly situation meticulously, and fully discussed the campaign’s guiding thought, the use of forces and support work, and finally determined the campaign resolve of taking Jinan as the sole objective while seeking to annihilate one part of the relief force. The campaign was under the unified command of Su Yu, acting commander and acting political commissar of the East China Field Army; the city-assault force was commanded by Xu Shiyou, commander of the Shandong Army Group (formerly the East China Field Army’s Eastern Line Army Group, also called the East China Field Army’s 2nd Army Group), and Tan Zhenlin, its political commissar.

A little under 44 percent of the total force, about 140,000 men, formed the city-assault group, divided into east and west groups. The 3rd Column, the 10th Column, the Liangguang Column and the Lu-Zhong-Nan Column formed the western assault group, commanded by the 10th Column’s leaders; it was first to take the airfield in the southwestern suburbs of Jinan, the Xinzhuang barracks and the outer-perimeter positions in the eastern and southeastern suburbs, and afterward, in coordination with the east group, to develop in depth, annihilate the Jinan garrison and seize Jinan. The 9th Column and the Bohai Column formed the eastern assault group, commanded by the 9th Column’s leaders. The 13th Column served as the city-assault reserve.

A little over 56 percent of the total force, about 180,000 men, formed the relief-blocking and relief-striking army group, with missions divided as follows: the 4th and 8th Columns and the Independent 1st and 2nd Brigades of the Hebei–Shandong–Henan Military Region, located in the Jinxiang, Chengwu, Juye and Jiaxiang area, were to build several lines of defensive positions and resolutely block the enemy who might advance north from the Shangqiu and Dangshan area; four regiments of the Lu-Zhong-Nan Column and part of the 7th Column, located in the area from Guanqiao to Teng County, were to build defensive works and block, step by step, the enemy who might advance north from Xuzhou; the 1st, 6th and 7th Columns, the Central Plains Field Army’s 11th Column and the 2nd and 12th Columns of the Northern Jiangsu Army Group (which commanded the 2nd, 11th and 12th Columns, also called the East China Field Army’s 4th Army Group), with the Special Arms Column’s 2nd Artillery Regiment and two companies of the 3rd Regiment attached, were concealed and assembled respectively in the areas of Jining, Yanzhou and east of Teng County, waiting for opportunity to annihilate the enemy advancing north to relieve.

The units of the Jiaodong Military Region were to watch the Nationalist garrison at Qingdao and prepare to block any westward relief or northward advance by it; the 11th Column of the Northern Jiangsu Army Group and the local armed forces of the Northern Jiangsu, Jianghuai, Henan–Anhui–Jiangsu, Hebei–Shandong–Henan and Lu-Zhong-Nan military regions were respectively to raid the Xuzhou airfield and sabotage the Tianjin–Pukou and Longhai railways, so as to delay the northward relief by the Xuzhou garrison. In addition, the local armed forces and the broad militia were actively to press upon the enemy in front of them and pin down the Nationalist troops, in order to coordinate with the Jinan operation and guarantee the security of the rear.



II. Course of Operations

From September 9 to 12, the East China Field Army’s west and east city-assault groups advanced covertly toward Jinan from the Jining and Wenshang areas and from the Tai’an and Laiwu areas respectively. On the night of the 15th each unit drew close to the outskirts of the city. Part of the east group, in the course of its advance, took Longshan town and Sanguan Temple; at dawn on the 16th the west group surrounded the city of Changqing with part of its force, and its main force reached the Song Village and Jiangshuyuan area southeast of Changqing. At this time Wang Yaowu had just returned from Nanjing. From the intelligence that the main body of the Liberation Army was moving west and south of Changqing, he judged that the Liberation Army’s main direction lay on the west side, and so shifted his general reserve, the 19th Brigade, to the Gucheng direction west of the airfield, and withdrew the 57th Brigade from Zhangxia, Gushan and elsewhere into the urban area, preparing to reinforce the western suburbs.

On the night of the 16th the Jinan Campaign was formally launched. Divided by the course of operations, the Jinan Campaign comprised an outer-perimeter operations phase and a city-assault phase.

(I) Outer-Perimeter Operations

From the moment the campaign was launched, the city-assault forces began attacking along the whole front. By the 17th, the 10th Column of the west group had taken Tengkuishutun, Kuanglizhuang and Dujiamiao, and the 3rd Column had taken Pipa Mountain, Shuangmiaotun, Jueshan Bridge and Dougou Bridge; these two columns were closing respectively on the key points of the airfield, La Mountain and Dangjiazhuang; the Lu-Zhong-Nan Column took Zhonggong, Shuangshantou and Cuimazhuang; the Liangguang Column and the field headquarters’ guard regiment destroyed the Changqing garrison, and the Qihe garrison abandoned its city and fled south, the city being occupied by units of the Hebei–Shandong–Henan Military Region. Part of the Bohai Column of the east group besieged the garrison at Wangsherenzhuang while its main force swiftly thrust westward and took Woniu Mountain, Zhudian, Xindian and the like; units of the Bohai Military Region took Que Mountain and Luokou; and especially the 9th Column in one stroke took Maoling Mountain, Yanchi Mountain, Huilong Ridge and other key points which the garrison had boasted it could hold for at least half a month, greatly shocking the garrison. At this time Wang Yaowu, in view of the development of the Liberation Army’s offensive, again judged that its main attack direction was in the east, and while hurriedly shifting the general reserve 19th Brigade and the 57th Brigade eastward and moving the 211th Brigade west of the airfield into the urban area, he used the 15th Brigade and part of the newly formed 74th Division, airlifted to Jinan, to counterattack the city-assault force from the direction of Qilihe, in an attempt to stop the Liberation Army’s advance. The east group of the city-assault force fought it fiercely, beat back the garrison’s successive violent counterattacks, and consolidated the positions at Maoling Mountain, Yanchi Mountain and elsewhere. That night Wang Yaowu, seeing the counterattack was ineffective and fearing that his line was too long and his troops in danger of being cut up and surrounded, gave up a number of isolated, protruding strongpoints in the outer defensive belt, drew in his forces and shortened his line, to ensure the safety of the airfield and the basic defensive zone. Taking advantage of the garrison’s contraction, the city-assault force swiftly thrust deep into its outer main positions and, exploiting the victory, took Yaotou, Dianliuzhuang and other places.

On the 17th Chiang Kai-shek ordered Du Yuming, deputy commander of the Xuzhou “Bandit-Suppression General Headquarters,” to lead the 13th Army Group and other units north from southwestern Shandong to relieve, and ordered the 7th Army Group to assemble rapidly at Xuzhou, ready to make a containing attack northward along the Tianjin–Pukou railway.

That day, on learning this intelligence, the East China Field Army immediately ordered the city-assault force to intensify its attack, and ordered the relief-blocking and relief-striking forces to enter their positions quickly and keep close watch on Nationalist movements. On the 18th the 10th Column of the western city-assault group took Gucheng and Changqitun and, after destroying part of the garrison, continued to develop eastward of the Yufu River; the 3rd Column took Renlizhuang, Yuhuang Mountain, Boji Mountain and other places, destroyed part of the garrison’s 84th Division, and by artillery fire controlled the airfield and forced it to halt the airlift; the Lu-Zhong-Nan Column occupied Dangjiazhuang and Yue’erzhuang; the 13th Column also attacked northward with a part and occupied Shifangyu and Kang’erzhuang. That evening Wu Huawen, commander of the Nationalist Reorganized 96th Army, facing annihilation, was compelled by the urging of the city-assault force to make contact with the East China Field Army about rising in revolt. The East China Field Army on the one hand continued actively to press close on the Reorganized 96th Army to guard against any change of heart along the way, and on the other ordered it to give up its positions. At the same time the 13th Column, the army group’s reserve, was committed in full to the west group, and rapidly developed the victory. On the evening of the 19th Wu Huawen led three brigades under him, about 20,000 men, in a revolt on the battlefield and withdrew from the field. The western city-assault group pressed forward at speed, and by dawn on the 20th had taken all the positions west and south of Shangbu and nearby, and annihilated part of the Nationalist garrison that had not had time to withdraw. The east group also took Yanchi Mountain and Majiazhuang; its main force pressed directly up to the east city wall, while also occupying the line of positions from Huangtai Mountain to the Agriculture and Forestry School, and seized the Yellow River railway bridge and the positions at Luokou, Xincheng, Phoenix Mountain, Biao Mountain and elsewhere. Thereupon, in four days and nights, the East China Field Army had swept away the garrison’s outer strongpoints and surrounded the Jinan urban area on all four sides.

(II) The City Assault

The East China Field Army’s high-speed offensive and Wu Huawen’s revolt seriously shook the Nationalists’ confidence in holding Jinan. Wang Yaowu had once intended to break out, but Chiang Kai-shek ordered him to hold to the death and await relief. Wang Yaowu hurriedly adjusted his deployment: except for leaving one battalion to hold Thousand-Buddha Mountain and one regiment to hold the area outside Ma’an Mountain, he used the 211th Brigade of the 2nd Division, the Youth Instruction General Corps, the Security 8th Brigade and the 172nd Regiment of the newly formed 74th Division to defend Shangbu, and withdrew his main force into the city. The three army groups of the southern line, under Chiang Kai-shek’s urging, were assembling respectively at Shangqiu and Xuzhou.

The CCP Central Military Commission, in light of developments in the battle, pointed out in good time that Wang Yaowu’s forces might break out, that arrangements should be made in all directions without letting anyone slip through the net, and that the relief-striking army group should be deployed at once to strike the enemy advancing north to relieve. The Forward Committee of the East China Field Army, following the Central Military Commission’s instructions, immediately ordered the city-assault army group to attack Shangbu and the city walls rapidly and deployed forces to prevent the garrison from breaking out. At the same time it studied in detail the northward relief of the Xuzhou garrison, further adjusted the operational plan, and was ready at any moment to meet the relief force. The East China Military Region also instructed local armed forces and militia at all levels to strengthen sentry posts at important road junctions everywhere, to examine travelers strictly and to clear out fugitive enemies, so that none slipped through the net.

In accordance with the instructions of the Central Military Commission and the Field Army, so as not to give the garrison time to catch its breath, the city-assault army group’s west group launched an attack on Shangbu on the evening of the 20th; breaking through the garrison’s positions along several routes and developing in depth, the garrison could not hold and fell back step by step. On the 21st the west group’s various routes surrounded and annihilated the garrison until dusk, completely cutting off the retreat of the garrison at Shangbu. On the 22nd, after fierce fighting, the whole of the garrison at Shangbu, more than 20,000 men, was wiped out.

At the same time the east group, supported by artillery fire and tanks, cleared the garrison’s pillbox clusters outside the city and carried out close-in assault preparations. The part of the Security 6th Brigade besieged at Wangsherenzhuang, when it broke out westward, was wiped out entirely by the assault force.

After the capture of Shangbu, the garrison thought the assault force would need three or four days of preparation before attacking; therefore, apart from using part of its strength to continue holding Thousand-Buddha Mountain and Ma’an Mountain outside the city, Qilu University west of the city, and Huayuanzhuang northeast of the city, it used the remnants of the 77th and 213th Brigades, the Security 6th Brigade, the Special Services Brigade and others to defend the outer city, and concentrated the relatively intact 15th, 19th and 57th Brigades in the inner city, actively strengthening works and preparing to resist stubbornly.

Although the city-assault forces had fought for days on end, suffered certain casualties and were rather fatigued, because every level had strengthened front-line political work, applied the principle of using forces in rotation and reorganized combat formations at all times, they still retained the ability to fight continuously. So as not to give the garrison an opportunity to catch its breath, the assault army group decided to attack the outer city immediately. The specific deployment was: the east group’s 9th Column (with 4 tanks attached) was to break in at Yonggu Gate; the Bohai Column was to assist the attack from the northeast of the city and place part of its force in the northeastern suburbs, ready to block any enemy who might break out. The west group’s 13th Column was to break in at Yongsui Gate in the southwest of the city, with one division placed in the hills of the southwestern suburbs, ready to block any enemy who might break out; the 10th Column was to break in at Puli Gate and Yongzhen Gate; the 3rd Column and the Lu-Zhong-Nan Column were the reserve; and the Liangguang Column was responsible for airfield security. At 18:30 on the 22nd, under cover of powerful artillery fire, the columns blasted continuously, assaulted fiercely, and one after another fought their way into the outer city. The columns at once opened fierce street fighting with the garrison, and by the 23rd had wiped out the entire garrison 213th Brigade (less one regiment at Ma’an Mountain) and the remnants of the Security 6th Brigade; the garrison’s Special Services Brigade was surrounded by the 10th Column in the power company and flour company at the northwest corner of the outer city, and the 2,000-odd garrison troops of Qilu University, while falling back to the inner city, were annihilated by the 13th Column. The city-assault forces thereby occupied most of the outer city and closed on the inner city.

The columns then actively carried out preparations to attack the inner city. At this time the Jinan garrison judged again that the East China Field Army, weary from successive battles, would need three to five days of preparation before attacking the inner city, and so hurriedly reorganized and redeployed the three brigades defending the inner city and other remnants, built more street-fighting works, concentrated fire and wrecked the assault preparations, hoping to struggle in the throes of death. Chiang Kai-shek also repeatedly ordered the army groups at Xuzhou to relieve northward quickly, and ordered the air force to carry out “area bombing” of the urban districts occupied by the Liberation Army, dropping large quantities of bombs and incendiaries, so that large areas of buildings in Shangbu and the outer city were flattened. To destroy the Jinan garrison quickly and thoroughly and reduce the people’s losses, the assault army group decided to launch a general assault on the inner city on the evening of the 23rd.

At 18:00 on the 23rd, after one hour of fire preparation by all its artillery, the assault force’s units launched their charge. Wang Yaowu led his remnants in desperate resistance, and the fighting was exceptionally fierce. A part of the East China Field Army’s 9th Column broke in on the south side of the east gate, and more than one company climbed onto the city wall, but because the bridge was cut, the following ladder teams could not get up; after an hour of bloody fighting that company was wholly killed in glorious sacrifice. Two battalions of the 13th Column’s 109th Regiment broke in, but were hit by the garrison’s repeated counterattacks, and after two hours of fierce contest, apart from two companies that had broken into the city and held a few houses fighting the garrison, most were killed or wounded, and the breach was retaken by the Nationalist defenders. The 3rd Column, because the positions it had occupied were set on fire by Nationalist air and artillery bombardment, and it was also flanked by fire from the garrison in the power company, likewise failed in its assault on the west gate. At this critical moment the assault army group’s leaders calmly analyzed the situation and concluded that as long as they persisted in fighting on and thought of every means to reorganize the assault, they could win final victory; otherwise not only would the troops suffer greater losses but the whole course of the campaign would be dragged out. The units at once readjusted their deployments, concentrating artillery fire and explosives in the main direction. Commanders and political workers at all levels immediately went deep into the front line, mobilized the troops deeply and forcefully, summed up experience and lessons, carried on front-line military democracy, and repeatedly studied the concrete conditions at the breach, so that artillery fire, demolition and assault were more closely coordinated, and the follow-up units also closed up tightly. After such deep and meticulous mobilization and organization, the morale of the commanders and fighters rose enormously, and they unanimously declared that they would carry forward the Liberation Army’s fine tradition of fighting bravely, not fearing sacrifice, not fearing fatigue and fighting continuously, and that they would not stop fighting until the inner city was taken.

At 02:25 on the 24th the assault force again launched a fierce charge on Jinan. The 73rd Regiment of the 9th Column, after repeated assaults, finally broke through, occupied the southeast corner of the city, beat back the garrison’s many counterattacks in succession and consolidated the breach; at dawn the main force of the column and part of the Bohai Column immediately burst into the city and fought the garrison in street fighting. The 13th Column, with the support of the two companies of the 109th Regiment that had entered the city first, also burst into the city at dawn on the 24th and fought the garrison in street fighting. The 3rd Column, its renewed assault unsuccessful, switched to entering the city by the 13th Column’s direction and developing in depth.

After breaking into the inner city, the East China Field Army, according to the predetermined plan, advanced against it from east and west, driving straight in depth; the garrison resisted stubbornly step by step and fell back foot by foot. Wang Yaowu, seeing that the situation was lost, disguised himself and slipped away; the garrison fell into still greater confusion and by dusk was entirely wiped out. The garrison troops besieged in the power company and flour company laid down their arms and surrendered, and the few remaining forces holding Ma’an Mountain and Thousand-Buddha Mountain laid down their weapons and surrendered on the 25th and 26th respectively; Jinan was thus liberated.

Under the prestige of the Liberation Army’s great victory at Jinan, the Nationalist garrisons at Heze, Linyi and Yantai also abandoned their cities and fled one after another. The whole of Shandong, except Qingdao and a few strongpoints on the southern periphery, was liberated.

The Nationalist forces advancing north from Xuzhou, though repeatedly urged by Chiang Kai-shek, learned that the Liberation Army’s relief-striking army group was in solid array awaiting them and, full of misgivings, delayed and did not advance. On the 24th their 2nd Army Group had only just reached the Chengwu and Caoxian area and their 7th and 13th Army Groups were still assembling when Jinan was taken by the Liberation Army, and the Nationalists’ relief plan was thus shattered.

In the Jinan Campaign the Nationalist 2nd Pacification Zone headquarters and its subordinate headquarters of 1 reorganized army, headquarters of 2 reorganized divisions, 10 brigades and 1 regiment, plus 4 security brigades and 4 regiments of security troops, more than 110,000 men in all, were wiped out entirely, of whom 23,400 were killed or wounded, more than 61,000 were captured (including 23 officers of general rank), starting with the Pacification Zone commander Wang Yaowu, and 20,000 rose in revolt; more than 890 guns of all kinds, over 3,700 machine guns, 20 tanks and armored vehicles and 238 motor vehicles were captured. Liberation Army casualties were 26,000.



III. Case Analysis

The Jinan Campaign set a precedent for the Liberation Army in taking a large city that was strongly fortified and held by 100,000 heavy troops, and joined the two great liberated areas of North China and East China completely into one, so that the East China Field Army could go south in its entirety and, in coordination with the Central Plains Field Army, fight annihilation battles on a still larger scale south of the Longhai line.

(I) Carrying Out the Correct Policy and Firming the Resolve to Fight

The Jinan Campaign won its swift victory first of all because it resolutely carried out the Central Military Commission’s correct operational policy of “attacking the city and striking the relief force, with division of labor and coordination,” taking the capture of Jinan as the campaign’s main aim. In the deployment of forces, relatively few but sufficient troops were used to attack Jinan, while relatively more were placed on the relief-striking side. Hence, whether attacking the city or striking the relief force, the Liberation Army could deal with matters at ease and remained always in the initiative, forcing the Nationalist forces into a passive position in which they could not hold the city they defended, and in which relief wavered and hesitated and did not dare to advance boldly. In the course of the campaign the city-assault units’ command was decisive; in extremely difficult circumstances commanders at all levels did not waver in their resolve to take the city in the slightest, but reorganized forces and fire, strengthened front-line political work, always kept a strong reserve in hand, used forces in rotation, and the commanders and fighters made continuous assaults bravely and resolutely, giving the garrison no chance to catch its breath and reorganize, and striking it before it could cope; this too was an important reason why the assault battle won its victory so quickly.

(II) Making Full Preparations to Guarantee a Breakthrough in One Stroke

The Jinan Campaign had a relatively long preparation period. In view of the characteristics of the Jinan garrison—large forces, strong works and many reinforcements—the East China Field Army’s city-assault units generally carried out, before the battle, operational preparations consisting of political and ideological education, pre-battle reconnaissance and training for the coming fight. After full preparation the troops’ morale ran high and they were eager to fight, and they had a fairly detailed and accurate grasp of the Jinan garrison’s deployment, the construction of its works, the organization of its positions, its obstacle installations and the like. The training for the coming fight, directed at the enemy situation, was careful and meticulous, and such questions as the city-assault tactical movements, infantry–artillery coordination and the like were studied in detail and concretely. Because the troops’ operational preparations were sufficient, shortly after the attack began they took Tengkuishutun, Pipa Mountain, Shuangshantou, Maoling Mountain and Yanchi Mountain, broke through the first line of defensive positions of the Nationalist garrison, struck the garrison’s morale in holding fast, and firmed the resolve to take Jinan.

(III) Carrying Out Continuous Assaults to Ensure a Swift, Decisive and Total Annihilation

When the campaign began, the city-assault columns smoothly broke through the first line of defensive positions of the Nationalist forces. In order to seize the opportunity of battle and give the garrison no chance to catch its breath, the attacking units developed a fighting style of continuous operations; the east and west assault groups coordinated closely, carried out multi-route attacks with a focus and continuous assaults, and drove hard in depth, so that the garrison could not determine the main attack direction and had no time to adjust its deployment, fell into extreme confusion, and had to give up its outer defensive positions and fall back on the inner city. The attacking units pursued closely, pressed directly up to the outer city, and without pause attacked the outer city and fought fierce street battles with the garrison between the inner and outer cities; after six days and nights of continuous fierce fighting the attacking units had closed on the inner city. At this moment the garrison, relying on the inner city’s solidity and dense fire and screened by the moat, estimated that the city-assault units would need at least several days of preparation before they could attack. But that very evening the East China Field Army organized powerful forces and fire and attacked the inner city fiercely; because the attacking units were heroic and tenacious, unafraid of sacrifice and unafraid of fatigue, they struck with one burst of energy and, after two days of fierce fighting, took Jinan and annihilated the garrison. Throughout the whole battle, because the city-assault units’ operations were carried on without a break, the Nationalist forces were compelled to have no time to breathe or to replenish, and were kept in a passive and confused condition throughout.

(IV) Organizing Close Coordination to Ensure the Entire Annihilation of the Garrison

In this campaign, front and rear, Party, government, army and people—nearly a million people—formally took part; in addition there was the vigorous coordinated operation of the other strategic regions, the coordinated operation of the main-force units, local units and militia, and the active support of the broad masses of the people, which gave full play to the might of people’s war; this was an important reason why the campaign won its victory swiftly. To pin down the enemy actively on the Central Plains theater, the East China Military Region and the armed forces of the Henan–Anhui–Jiangsu and Hebei–Shandong–Henan military regions actively launched attacks on the Nationalist forces confronting each of them, took more than ten cities and towns including Shuyang, Sixian and Minquan one after another, destroyed over a hundred kilometers of railway, and intercepted and annihilated more than 4,700 fugitive enemy, effectively coordinating the main-force operations. In the course of the fighting, the few senior military and political officials and Party special-agent personnel of the Jinan garrison who disguised themselves and slipped away were none of them able to escape the net spread by the local armed forces, the militia and the people: Wang Yaowu, who fled to Shouguang, Mou Zhongheng (deputy commander of the Pacification Zone), who fled to Jiao County, Pang Jingtang (member of the Nationalist Central Committee and chairman of the Party Committee for Shandong Province), who fled to Teng County, and others were all captured one by one. The broad masses of militia and civilian laborers who took part in supporting the front showed a high degree of revolutionary enthusiasm; heedless of hunger and fatigue they carried ammunition by day and night, rescued the wounded at risk of their lives and delivered them in good time, making a great contribution to the victory of the campaign.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





34. The Jinzhou Campaign of the Northeast Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1948.9.12–10.15)




Case Summary

Between September and November 1948, the main force of the Northeast Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army fought the large-scale Liaoning–Shenyang Campaign in the Western Liaoning, Changchun and Shenyang areas. In the first phase of the campaign, the Northeast Field Army, following the operational guideline of the CCP Central Military Commission, disregarded the Nationalist troops in Changchun and Shenyang, concentrated its forces, and resolutely took the fortified city of Jinzhou. It thereby closed the “gateway of the Northeast,” cut the passage by which the Nationalist troops could go in and out, and created the situation of “closing the door to beat the dog” and “catching the turtle in a jar,” which played a key role in the victory of the Liaoning–Shenyang Campaign. In this campaign the Northeast Field Army, at a cost of more than 24,000 casualties, won a major victory in which it killed or wounded 19,000 Nationalist troops, took 80,000 prisoners (including those who surrendered), captured 1,120 guns of various kinds, 41,000 small arms and machine guns, 8 tanks and 258 motor vehicles, destroyed 11 aircraft and captured 1 aircraft.



I. Pre-War Situation

In the later period of the War of Liberation, after two offensive operations on the Northeast battlefield, the Northeast Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army had gained a decisive superiority and possessed the conditions for a decisive battle with the Kuomintang. In accordance with the instructions of the CCP Central Military Commission, the Northeast Field Army resolved to move its main force south onto the Beining line (the railway running from Beiping through Tianjin to Shenyang), first to take Jinzhou and close the gateway of the Northeast, and then to annihilate the enemy at Shenyang and Changchun.

(1) The PLA had gained a favorable situation on the Northeast battlefield for a decisive battle with the Nationalist army

In October 1947 the Northeast Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army launched its autumn offensive and won a brilliant victory, and then launched a still more powerful winter offensive; in the two campaigns more than 200,000 Nationalist troops were annihilated. By then the Northeast Field Army had cumulatively annihilated more than 570,000 Nationalist troops on the Northeast battlefield. The Nationalists still had 4 army groups (bingtuan), 14 armies and 44 divisions, which together with local armed forces totaled more than 550,000 men, but they had been split up and compressed into three mutually unconnected strongpoints and areas — Changchun, Shenyang and Jinzhou — and had no strength to organize any large offensive action; moreover the Nationalist side was vacillating and divided in opinion on the question of withdrawing from or holding the Northeast. At first Chiang Kai-shek, Chairman of the Nationalist Government, in order to preserve this main force, had intended to abandon Shenyang, open up the Beining line, withdraw the main force to Jinzhou, and then take the opportunity to transfer it to the North China and Central China battlefields; later, in order to pin down the Northeast Field Army so that it could not enter the Pass quickly, and so to help consolidate North China, he decided instead to hold the Northeast firmly: in the Northeast operations were to “adopt the defensive for the time being,” “Changchun is still to be held firmly,” and “the Beining road is not to be opened for the time being.” Wei Lihuang, commander of the Nationalists’ Northeast “Bandit-Suppression General Headquarters” (the “Jiaozong”), on the basis of the above strategic intention decided to adopt the guideline of “concentrating forces, defending the key points, ensuring Shenyang, Jinzhou and Changchun, and seizing the opportunity to open the Beining road,” concentrating his main forces in and around those three cities, in the hope of attaining the aim of holding firmly with heavy forces, so that the Northeast Field Army would have its edge blunted beneath the walls, or of waiting for the situation to change.

After the winter offensive ended, 97 percent of the land and 86 percent of the population of the Northeast were under the control of the Northeast People’s Liberation Army. The Northeast Field Army of the PLA, after expansion and rest, had by August 12 infantry columns, 36 divisions plus 15 independent divisions, 3 cavalry divisions, 1 artillery column, 1 railway column and 1 tank regiment, about 700,000 men in all, and in addition 330,000 local troops; the whole army possessed more than 1,600 field-defense guns, infantry guns and mortars. These circumstances showed that the balance of forces in the Northeast had undergone a fundamental change; among all the major battlefields of the country, the situation on the Northeast battlefield was the most favorable to the PLA, and it already possessed the conditions for a decisive battle with the Nationalist army.

(2) The Northeast Field Army’s resolve, plan and deployment

In accordance with the instructions of the CCP Central Military Commission and the enemy situation at hand, the commanders of the Northeast Field Army, after repeated deliberation, finally fixed the operational guideline of moving the main force south onto the Beining line, first taking Jinzhou and then going on to Shenyang and Changchun, so as to achieve the campaign intention of resolving the Nationalist army in the Northeast on the spot and not letting it flee into the Pass. On this basis they made the following deployment: the 2nd, 3rd, 7th, 8th and 9th Columns and the 17th Division of the 6th Column, 16 divisions in all, together with the main force of the Artillery Column, 250,000 men, were to attack and annihilate the enemy at Jinzhou; the main force of the 1st Column was to be moved south to the Gaoqiao area as the campaign’s general reserve; Cheng Zihua, commander of the 2nd Army Group (bingtuan), and Huang Kecheng, its political commissar, were to lead the 4th and 11th Columns and 2 independent divisions of the Hebei–Chahar–Rehe–Liaoning Military Region to take up positions on the line of Tashan and Hongluoxian north of Jinxi, build strong positions, and resolutely block the Nationalist relief forces coming from the Jinxi direction, while the Independent 8th Division made feints near Shanhaiguan to bewilder and pin down the Nationalist army; the 5th, 10th and main force of the 6th Column, the 3rd Division of the 1st Column, the Independent 2nd Division and the 1st Cavalry Division of the Inner Mongolia Military Region were to be positioned east of Zhangwu and Xinlitun to block the army group of Liao Yaoxiang of the Nationalist army; the 12th Column was to be shifted from the Changchun direction south to Tongjiangkou, to be used when opportunity offered on the southern front, and 5 more independent divisions were successively transferred in, which together with the 6 divisions originally besieging the city and the 2nd Cavalry Division of the Inner Mongolia Military Region made 12 divisions, placed under the unified command of Xiao Jinguang, commander of the 1st Army Group, and Xiao Hua, its political commissar, to continue the siege of Changchun.

From September 10 to 13, 1948, the columns, in accordance with the prescribed operational plan, set out successively for their designated places, most on foot and a small part by rail.

(3) The deployment of the Nationalist garrison at Jinzhou

The Beining road was the most important land passage by which the Nationalist army connected the areas inside and outside the Pass, and the city of Jinzhou was the throat of this main line of communication. The city is ringed by mountains on all sides, leaning on the Xiaoling River and the Nüer River to the south; the terrain is precipitous, and to the east and west it is somewhat more open. In order to maintain the link between the Northeast and North China, the Nationalist army attached very great importance to Jinzhou and had always defended it with heavy forces and managed it with painstaking effort; especially after the Northeast winter offensive of March 1948, pressed by the grave situation, it paid still more attention to the defense of Jinzhou and set up the Jinzhou Command Post of the “Jiaozong,” with Fan Hanjie, deputy commander-in-chief of the Northeast “Jiaozong,” personally commanding there the 6th Army Group and the more than 7 divisions under it, including the 93rd Army and the New 8th Army, and together with the local armed forces of the Hebei–Rehe–Liaoning border region, some 100,000 men, defended the city. Making use of the continuous, undulating ground of Maoershan, the Greater and Lesser Zijingshan and Hanwangdianshan around the city, together with old works built during the period of Japanese-puppet rule, they formed solid peripheral positions mutually supporting one another. The works in the urban area had been repaired over a long period; with the earthen wall of the old city and of the new urban district around it as the backbone, relying in the north on the highlands of the northern half of the city, and in the south on the Xiaoling River and the Nüer River, they formed many independently defended strongpoints, with commanding heights and buildings as the core, surrounded by a number of pillboxes and subsidiary defensive installations, creating a defensive system of full depth in which points were linked to points and points controlled the area. Outside the city wall there were outer moats, barbed-wire entanglements, abatis and minefields, and the wall was covered with crisscrossing open and concealed fire points. Inside the city were five defense sectors, which likewise, relying on tall buildings, formed an interconnected defensive network.

The Nationalist forces were deployed as follows: the provisionally organized 54th Division was assigned the defense from Zijingshan east of Jinzhou to Songshan southeast of it; the provisionally organized 55th Division was assigned the defense of Nanshan; the 79th Division was assigned the defense of Bijiashan; the 184th Division directly under the 6th Army Group and the 93rd Army (provisionally organized 20th Division) were assigned the defense on the west side of Jinzhou, from the highland west of the Nüer River railway station extending northwest to Height 188, through Erlangdong to the Synthetic Fuel Plant on the east, the forward-edge heights and water-distribution pool in the Heishan Regiment’s sector, and the forward edge of the old municipal government. In addition, to cover Jinzhou, the Nationalists placed 1 division of the 93rd Army at Yixian, 1 division of the New 8th Army at Gaoqiao, the 55th Division at Jinxi, Huludao and Xingcheng, and the New 5th Army along the line Suizhong, Shanhaiguan, Qinhuangdao and Beidaihe. The 62nd Army and other units, 4 divisions in all, under the North China “Jiaozong,” were on the line from Tangshan to Changli.



II. Course of Operations

According to the course of operations, the Northeast Field Army’s attack on the fortified city of Jinzhou can be divided into several phases: cutting Jinzhou’s links with its outlying forces, clearing Jinzhou’s outer strongpoints, and breaking into the city and taking Jinzhou.

(1) Severing the link between Jinzhou and the outlying Nationalist troops

The Northeast Field Army prepared first to use 6 columns — the 2nd, 4th, 7th, 8th, 9th and 11th — with 3 independent divisions and 1 cavalry division, to make a surprise attack on the Nationalist troops at the points on the Jinzhou–Tangshan section of the Beining road, first taking the 5 cities of Yixian, Jinxi, Xingcheng, Suizhong and Shanhaiguan, so as to cut Jinzhou’s links with the Nationalist troops outside, block the roads by which the Nationalists could reinforce or flee, and so facilitate concentrated annihilation.

On September 12, 1948, fighting first broke out on the Shanhaiguan–Tangshan section of the Beining road. The Northeast Field Army 11th Column, also commanding the Hebei–Rehe–Liaoning–Chahar Cavalry Division, set out from the Jianchangying area and successively took Changli and Beidaihe. The Independent 4th, 6th and 8th Divisions of the Hebei–Chahar–Rehe–Liaoning Military Region in Rehe, together with the artillery brigade and 2 independent regiments, took Shahousuo and Suizhong. The 4th and 9th Columns set out from Tai’an and Beizhen, rapidly cut the link between Yixian and Jinzhou, and surrounded Yixian. The 8th Column set out from Bamiancheng and, by way of Zhangwu and Beizhen, thrust in north of Jinzhou, annihilated 6 companies of Nationalist troops at Gewenbei, and surrounded Xuejiatun. On September 20 the 3rd Column and the 5th Division of the 2nd Column relieved the 4th Column and 9th Column in the encirclement of Yixian. The 4th Column bypassed Jinzhou and on September 29 took Xingcheng. The 9th Column, using infiltration tactics, thrust in north of Jinzhou; one part of it, in coordination with the 8th Column, annihilated most of two regiments of Nationalist troops at Xuejiatun, and seized Maoshantun and the heights north of Jinzhou, killing 800 Nationalist troops. The 7th and 8th Columns took Gaoqiao, Xihaikou and Tashan, cutting the link between Jinzhou and the Nationalist troops at Jinxi.

While isolating and encircling Jinzhou, the Northeast Field Army actively prepared to attack Yixian. Yixian was the shield north of Jinzhou, with an intact city wall and solid works, and the Nationalist garrison was the Yunnan unit, the provisionally organized 20th Division of the 93rd Army. The Northeast Field Army’s 3rd Column, also commanding the 5th Division of the 2nd Column, the main force of the Artillery Column and the independent divisions of Rehe, was assigned the task of attacking the city. After the outer area was cleared, a great deal of close-approach work was done and full preparations were made, and on October 1 the city was attacked; after four hours of fierce fighting the Nationalist garrison was wiped out and the division commander, Wang Shigao, was captured alive.

At 10:00 on September 28, the Northeast Field Army’s 9th Column and the Artillery Column suddenly struck the airfield with long-range artillery fire, at once destroying 5 aircraft that had already landed, and shattering the Nationalist plan to airlift 2 armies from Shenyang to reinforce Jinzhou’s defense, so that the Nationalists were forced to halt after airlifting only 2 regiments of the 49th Army.

By this point the Nationalist troops at Jinzhou had had their land and air links with the outside world cut, and had been split up by the Northeast Field Army and caught in encirclement.

(2) Clearing the outer strongpoints

On the evening of October 4, the Northeast Field Army command post moved forward from Fuxin to the vicinity of Jinzhou, and, on the basis of the defensive deployment of the Nationalist garrison at Jinzhou and the terrain conditions there, fixed the following deployment for the assault on the city: the 2nd and 3rd Columns and the 17th Division, together with the main force of the Artillery Column and 15 tanks, were to undertake the main assault from north of the city to the south; the 7th and 9th Columns, with part of the Artillery Column, were to mount a converging attack from south to north against the main assault force in the north. The 8th Column, with the artillery regiment of the 1st Column attached, was to make a supporting assault from east to west. After full preparation the assault units began fighting on October 9.

The fighting by which the Northeast Field Army cleared the outer area was extremely fierce. In order to attain the aim of holding Jinzhou, the Nationalist army attached great importance to firm defense of the outer area and to long-term management of it, and in the fighting it relied on strongpoints to resist and fought repeatedly over positions. For example, the water-distribution pool north of the city was called by the Nationalists themselves “the second Verdun,” and “those who hold the water-distribution pool are all men of iron.” Although it was no more than a small earthen height held by one reinforced battalion of 800 men, the Northeast Field Army’s 7th Division of the 3rd Column took it only after eight hours of fighting and repeated assaults, and with the heroic spirit of “beating the iron men” it smashed 30 Nationalist reinforcement attempts and counterattacks. In attacking the water-distribution pool, the 3rd Column for the first time used a tank battalion of 15 tanks; after beating back the Nationalist counterattacks, its troops headed straight for the foot of the city, and the column command post also moved into the water-distribution pool. By the 13th, the Northeast Field Army’s northern assault group had taken such strongpoints as the Synthetic Fuel Plant northwest of the city, the water-distribution pool north of the city, Liangmashan and the Heishan Regiment’s sector; the southern group had taken Paotaishan, Hanwangdian South Hill and Laoyemiao East Hill and advanced to the north bank of the Nüer River; the eastern group had taken Lesser Zijingshan, Baiguantun and Beidaying and closed up on Dongguan. By then the Northeast Field Army had gained control of the favorable terrain around Jinzhou, and the city of Jinzhou lay under the Northeast Field Army’s overlooking gaze.

After the outer area was cleared, the Northeast Field Army entered tense preparations for the assault on the city. Drawing on the experience of using communication trenches in the close-approach work in the Yixian battle, it used two-thirds of its troops to dig communication trenches on a large scale, day and night, in the face of Nationalist bombing and artillery interdiction. Although a great army had massed, scarcely any human activity could be seen on the ground. Doing so both reduced casualties and enabled the Northeast Field Army’s heavy artillery for the assault to be advanced to the closest distance from its targets, some being only a little over 100 meters from them, and to occupy positions under concealment.

(3) Blocking the relief forces on the east and west lines

The safety of Jinzhou was the key to the survival of the Nationalist troops in the Northeast, and in order to escape the fate of defeat in the Northeast, Chiang Kai-shek flew to Shenyang in person on October 2 and urgently ordered the organization, from the Jinxi and Shenyang directions, of two heavy army groups to advance toward each other from east and west to relieve Jinzhou. The Nationalist Eastern Advance Army Group was to be formed by transferring from North China 3 divisions of the 62nd Army, 1 division of the 92nd Army and the Independent 95th Division, together with 2 divisions of the 39th Army from Yantai, shipping them by sea to Huludao, and, with the 4 divisions originally at Jinxi and Huludao, to make 11 divisions in all, under the command of Hou Jingru, commander of the 17th Army Group, to relieve Jinzhou. In the Shenyang direction, the Nationalist army formed the Westward Advance Army Group from 2 divisions each of the New 1st Army and New 6th Army, 3 divisions of the New 3rd Army, 2 divisions of the 71st Army, 2 divisions of the 49th Army, and later the 3rd Brigade of the 207th Division, 12 divisions (brigades) in all, under the command of Liao Yaoxiang, deputy commander-in-chief of the Northeast “Jiaozong” and concurrently commander of the 9th Army Group, to relieve Jinzhou. Under these circumstances, whether these two Nationalist forces could be successfully blocked and kept from approaching Jinzhou became the key to the success or failure of the Northeast Field Army’s operation to annihilate the enemy at Jinzhou.

Tashan lies between Jinzhou and Jinxi; it is a village of a hundred-odd households on the Beining road, and north of the village there is a range of low hills running east–west. The highest point, Baitaishan, is no more than 261 meters above sea level. Centered on Tashan, the line runs from the seashore in the east to Hongluoxian in the west, about 30 kilometers, and was the road that the Nationalist relief force from Jinxi had to take to relieve Jinzhou. The Northeast Field Army units defending Tashan were the 4th and 11th Columns, the Independent 4th and 6th Divisions and the Rehe Artillery Brigade. After three days of preparation this force built simple field works and stood in strict array awaiting the enemy.

Beginning on October 10, the Nationalist Eastern Advance Army Group in the Jinxi and Huludao area, covered by 7 aircraft, the naval guns of 2 warships and several dozen heavy guns, with a force of 3 to 5 divisions launched continuous fierce attacks on Tashan, the vital pass on the road from Jinxi to Jinzhou. The Northeast Field Army’s 4th Column, in coordination with the 11th Column and other units, using tactics that combined firm defense with counterattack, smashed scores of Nationalist assaults, and after six days and nights of bitter fighting annihilated more than 6,000 Nationalist troops; up to the liberation of Jinzhou its positions stood firm and unmoved. The victory of the Northeast Field Army in the Tashan blocking battle frustrated the intention of the Nationalist Eastern Advance Army Group to relieve Jinzhou, and won precious time for the main force to take Jinzhou.

The Nationalist Westward Advance Army Group under Liao Yaoxiang, coming out from Shenyang to the relief, began on October 8 to advance westward by separate routes from Xinmin and Liaozhong. In order to wreck its plan to relieve Jinzhou, the Northeast Field Army’s 5th and 6th Columns (less the 17th Division), in the area southeast of Zhangwu, adopted mobile defense to lure it to advance northwest and north, while the 10th Column and the 3rd Division of the 1st Column, in the area east of Xinlitun, resolutely blocked its relief of Jinzhou. From the 11th to the 13th, after the Nationalist Westward Advance Army Group had successively occupied the line east of Zhangwu and Xinlitun, fearing annihilation it dithered between Zhangwu and Xinlitun and did not dare advance further; not only did it fail to play any role in relieving Jinzhou, but on the contrary it created a favorable situation for the Northeast Field Army’s next step of annihilating the Nationalist Westward Advance Army Group.

(4) Breaking into Jinzhou’s inner city

On October 14, 1948, after thorough preparations, the Northeast Field Army launched the general assault on Jinzhou. At 10:00, more than 900 guns fired together at the designated targets in Jinzhou, instantly filling the city with the smoke of gunpowder and raging fire; after 45 minutes of destructive fire, breaches were opened and the Nationalist artillery fire was suppressed. The Northeast Field Army’s assault units then launched their charge, and the main assault forces, supported by artillery and tanks, rapidly broke through the city’s defenses. The 2nd Column drove a wedge into the urban area along Hui’an Street and Liang’an Street. The 3rd Column met stubborn resistance from the defenders at the Provincial Government Offices; apart from the units designated to organize demolition, its main force climbed over the wall on the east side of the Provincial Government Offices and broke into the urban area. The 17th Division of the 6th Column, originally placed between the 2nd and 3rd Columns at the Cai Family Commercial Building as the reserve of the main assault group, broke into the urban area along Kangde Street and Datong Street on the left flank of the 3rd Column, because the 2nd and 3rd Columns had broken through successfully. The 7th and 9th Columns of the Northeast Field Army’s southern assault group waded the Xiaoling River, whose water was waist-deep, and simultaneously broke through the defenders’ works, and with Central Avenue as the boundary line entered street fighting. The 8th Column launched its assault somewhat later, and its first assault was again suppressed by Nationalist fire; it succeeded in breaking through only at 19:15, after repeated demolitions.

After the columns of the Northeast Field Army broke through, fierce street fighting followed. After the 3rd Column took the Provincial Government Offices, the column command post moved up to the Provincial Government Offices and then entered the urban area by tunnel; commanders at all levels led from the front, boldly infiltrated, and demolished continuously, while artillery accompanying the infantry fired at close range and accurately destroyed Nationalist fire points. Against some large centers of resistance the Northeast Field Army used heavy demolition. For example, after taking the Tiande Distillery, the Higher Court, the International Warehouse, the Red Cross Hospital, the post office and the Municipal Government Offices, the 2nd Column ran into stubborn resistance from the Nationalist troops holding the Tax Bureau; a single heavy demolition wiped out a battalion of the defenders and took the Tax Bureau defensive point. After the 7th Column had taken the Central Bank and the Army Hospital along Daling Street, Xiaoling Street and Nüer Street, it met stubborn resistance from the Nationalists at the Jinzhou Cinema, and several assaults all failed; finally, by heavy demolition, first using 75 kilograms of explosive, which blew up part of the defensive works, and then another 17 boxes with 300 kilograms of explosive, a huge blast buried more than 300 Nationalist troops under the rubble. In accordance with the complex, criss-crossing character of the city’s streets and blocks, the units of the Northeast Field Army operated separately, a small unit clearing a street by itself. The 3rd Column and the 17th Division of the 6th Column took 21 pillboxes in only 20 minutes and cleared the Nationalist garrison north of the railway. They then successively took the Jinzhou Shrine and the Railway Police Station and, in coordination with neighboring units, surrounded the Railway Bureau and the railway station. The 9th Column scaled the wall on both sides of the South Gate, smashed 7 Nationalist counterattacks in succession, infiltrated along Taizi Street, Mudan Street and Guohe Street, and near the Army Hospital destroyed 9 Nationalist pillboxes in succession and broke 12 barbed-wire entanglements; after smashing 2 counterattacks by the other side near the headquarters of the Nationalist 6th Army Group, it linked up with the northern assault group south of the railway station. After its breakthrough the 8th Column successively annihilated Nationalist defenders near the Gas Company, the flour mill, Baiyun Park, Chicheng Street and the China Textile Company, captured Sheng Jiaxing, commander of the Nationalist 93rd Army, and in coordination with neighboring units annihilated the Special Service Regiment of the Nationalist 6th Army Group.

At daybreak, the Nationalist troops in the new urban district had basically been annihilated. At dawn on October 15, the Northeast Field Army’s 3rd Column, the 17th Division of the 6th Column, the 2nd Column and the 9th Column, acting in concert, took such strong defensive points as the Railway Administration Bureau, the railway station and the Jiaotong University, annihilated the headquarters of the Nationalist 93rd Army, the headquarters of the 6th Army Group and its directly subordinate units, and Fan Hanjie’s Northeast “Jiaozong” Command Post, and forced 2,000 men of the Nationalist provisionally organized 55th Division to surrender, ending the fighting in the new urban district.

The remnants of the Nationalist troops in the new urban district fled into the old city; together with the troops of the 5 original division designations, the old city held more than 15,000 Nationalist troops, who intended to resist stubbornly relying on the old city. In order to gain time and give the Nationalists no chance to catch their breath and no possibility of reinforcement, the Northeast Field Army at once organized the 2nd and 7th Columns to attack and annihilate the Nationalist defenders of the old city. But because preparatory work had not been pressed, it was only at 14:00 that the 7th Column broke in through the South Gate and the southeast corner of the city and entered the inner city. The 2nd Column broke into the city from the northwest corner only after two assaults; after fierce infiltration and fierce fighting the Nationalist troops were annihilated one after another, and a remaining part leaped over the wall at the northwest of the city and fled, and was annihilated by the Northeast Field Army outside the city. One part of the Nationalist troops fled out of the West Gate, and had just reached Xiguan when they were intercepted by one regiment of the 27th Division of the Northeast Field Army’s 9th Column that had taken the airfield, and the assault units that were pursuing in coordination annihilated these fleeing Nationalist troops. With this the taking of Jinzhou was complete, and the Northeast Field Army had won a thorough victory in the Jinzhou Campaign.



III. Case Analysis

Jinzhou was the doorway of the Northeast; the Nationalist army was bound to hold it, and the Northeast Field Army was bound to take it. The victory in the Jinzhou Campaign closed the gateway of the Northeast and cut the Nationalist army’s links between the areas inside and outside the Pass, and had a very important influence on the evolution of the whole situation in the Northeast. Viewed from the operation of assaulting the fortified city of Jinzhou, it also had marked characteristics of city combat.

(1) Carrying out powerful fire preparation and fire support

In the operation, besides infantry, the Northeast Field Army had ground artillery, antiaircraft artillery and tank units cooperating, bringing the strength of the whole into play, and in particular always gave the employment of fire a position of importance. For example, before the general assault began, the Northeast Field Army used more than 900 guns at one time for artillery preparation, opening breaches in several directions and powerfully supporting the fighting. In the course of the operation, the artillery accompanied the infantry and fired at close range, destroying the defenders’ fire points and works and providing favorable conditions for the smooth development of the fighting. After breaking into the inner city of Jinzhou, in order to take the strong strongpoints the Nationalists had formed from buildings in the city, the attacking units adopted the method of heavy demolition, using a large quantity of explosive at one time to carry out blasts, and achieved an effective breakthrough effect.

(2) Attacking the fortified city and striking the relief forces at the same time

In order to relieve Jinzhou, the Nationalist army committed heavy forces and formed army groups advancing toward each other from east and west, attacking fiercely and intending to push toward Jinzhou to lift its siege. Under these circumstances, whether the Northeast Field Army could stop the advance of the Nationalist eastern and western groups became an important guarantee for annihilating the Jinzhou garrison. The Northeast Field Army therefore devoted more than half of its entire force to striking the relief forces and smashed the Nationalist relief plan, so that the relievers could not advance a single step further before the Northeast Field Army’s blocking positions. In city combat, depending on the circumstances, some operations are mainly the assault on the fortified city and some are mainly the striking of relief forces, and one must distinguish the different circumstances and handle them flexibly. The aim of the Jinzhou Campaign was to seize this strategic point, both taking it and holding it, so that assaulting the fortified city and striking the relief forces were equally important; even, where the Nationalist army relieved with heavy forces, striking the relief forces was more important than assaulting the fortified city. The allocation of forces between attacking the city and blocking the relief in the Jinzhou assault operation was therefore very farsighted, and ensured that the Nationalist heavy-force army groups were stopped and that the hard bone of Jinzhou was gnawed through.

(3) Giving great importance to urban street fighting

In the Jinzhou assault operation the Northeast Field Army concentrated 250,000 men, forming a superiority of 2.5 to 1 over the Nationalist army, and held a considerable initiative overall; but in order to annihilate the Nationalist garrison of Jinzhou thoroughly, while blocking the relief and assaulting the fortified city it fixed the operational principle of “boldly infiltrate, annihilate piece by piece” to guide units in fighting in the urban area. In the course of the campaign, the Northeast Field Army first used its superior force to break through in several directions; after breaking into the urban area, acting in overall coordination, it divided the area into sectors each assigned to a unit, and from separate points thrust fiercely into depth, annihilating the defenders one after another. In accordance with the criss-crossing character of the city’s streets and blocks, in order to destroy the enemy effectively the units operated separately, a small unit clearing a street by itself and annihilating the enemy through street fighting. This tactic played an important role in rapidly destroying the balance of the defending enemy and breaking up the garrison’s defensive system.

(Deng Ping)





35. The Taiyuan Campaign of Units of the North China Military Region of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1948.10.5–1949.4.24)




Case Summary

On October 5, 1948, the 1st Army Group (later redesignated the 18th Army Group) of the North China Military Region of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army launched the Taiyuan Campaign. On the basis of the earlier encirclement and outer-perimeter operations, after the end of the Peiping–Tianjin (Ping-Jin) Campaign the 19th and 20th Army Groups of the North China Military Region and part of the Fourth Field Army also joined the fighting on the Taiyuan front and launched the general assault on Taiyuan. The Taiyuan Campaign went through 3 phases and lasted more than half a year, annihilating in all 1 Pacification Headquarters (Suijing Gongshu), 1 Security Command, 6 armies, 16 infantry divisions and 5 special-arms divisions of the Nationalist army, 135,000 men in total, at a cost of 15,000 casualties to the PLA. The liberation of Taiyuan proclaimed the end of Yan Xishan’s 38 years of rule over Shanxi and gained a forward base for advancing into the Northwest; the 18th and 19th Army Groups of North China then moved to the Northwest battlefield to fight.



I. Pre-War Situation

After the end of the Jinzhong Campaign, the main force of the Nationalist Taiyuan Pacification Headquarters in the Jinzhong area had all been concentrated within the isolated city of Taiyuan, yet it still vainly hoped to make a last stubborn resistance relying on the strong defensive works of the city of Taiyuan. At this time the mighty War of Liberation was already sweeping forward like splitting bamboo; the 1st Army Group of the North China Military Region of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army and other units had completed the encirclement of Taiyuan and had completed the seizure of some key points in the outer area of Taiyuan; in particular, after the victorious end of the Peiping–Tianjin Campaign, the 19th and 20th Army Groups of the North China Military Region (the original 1st, 2nd and 3rd Army Groups of the North China Military Region having been redesignated the 18th, 19th and 20th Army Groups respectively) and part of the Fourth Field Army also hastened to the Taiyuan front, greatly strengthening the attacking force.

(1) The Nationalist army held the isolated city of Taiyuan relying on its natural strength

Taiyuan is the provincial capital of Shanxi, situated in the northern part of the Jinzhong basin. Five kilometers east of the city lies Hanshan (also called Dongshan), 500 meters higher than the city of Taiyuan, with complex terrain and a precipitous situation; it overlooks the city of Taiyuan and the areas to its south and north, and is the main screen of Taiyuan. Six kilometers west of the Fen River, west of the city, there is a line of heights at Shiqianfeng. The city of Taiyuan leans on Hanshan to the east and on the Fen River to the west, with a plain to the south and undulating ground to the north; the terrain is precipitous, easy to defend and hard to attack. In addition, it had a relatively developed heavy industry and machine-building industry, with more than 80 iron and steel works, machinery plants and arsenals, able to manufacture mountain guns and many kinds of conventional weapons; it was the political and economic base that Yan Xishan had managed over a long period, and after many years of repair and large-scale construction Taiyuan had become one of the few strongly fortified cities in the country. The garrison, with the city of Taiyuan as the center, in the so-called “hundred-li defense line,” “sea-of-fire zone” and “pillbox city” — running from Zhoujiashan and Guankou in the north, to Wusu and Xiaodian in the south, from Shiqianfeng in the west to Hanshan in the east — had built more than 5,000 pillboxes large and small, forming a ring defense system about 15 kilometers in depth, combining fortresses of every type with trenches and concealed passages. Niutuozhai, Xiaoyaotou, Naoma and Shantou east of the city, Wohushan northeast of the city, and Shuangtasi southeast of the city and other key points formed the main outer screen of the city of Taiyuan. In addition, railways were built around the city, and airfields were built in the southern and northern suburbs.

After the end of the Jinzhong Campaign in July 1948, all of Shanxi Province except Taiyuan and Datong had been liberated. Most of the troops under Yan Xishan, director of the Nationalist Taiyuan Pacification Headquarters, had been annihilated, and the remaining 5 divisions and 1 provisionally organized army group (zongdui) were contracted into Taiyuan and its outer area, falling into an extremely isolated position. Apart from using one part to hold Datong, Yan Xishan intended to rely on the precipitous terrain and strong fortifications to hold the isolated city of Taiyuan with his main force. At this time the garrison of Taiyuan had only 6 divisions, namely the 66th, 68th, 69th Divisions, the provisionally organized 45th Division, the 49th Division and the provisionally organized 8th Army Group (zongdui). In order to preserve this important fortress of theirs in Shanxi, the Nationalists in mid-July 1948 airlifted from Xi’an the headquarters of the 30th Army, the 27th Division and one regiment of the 30th Division, more than 11,000 men in all, to reinforce Taiyuan. Yan Xishan also conscripted men on the spot to fill the ranks, gradually restored the 61st Army, and rebuilt the 19th, 33rd, 34th and 43rd Armies. In this way the garrison strength of Taiyuan already had 6 armies and 17 divisions (army groups) of regular troops, together with special-arms troops and irregular troops, about 100,000 men in total, equipped with more than 600 guns of various calibers, and Yan Xishan also claimed that he would “use the ‘sea-of-fire tactics’ to defeat Xu Xiangqian’s ‘human-sea tactics.’”

(2) The 1st Army Group of the North China Military Region pressed hard on Taiyuan in the wake of victory and surrounded the city

In order to seize Taiyuan and annihilate the Yan Xishan clique, Xu Xiangqian, first deputy commander of the North China Military Region and concurrently commander and political commissar of the 1st Army Group, in accordance with the order of the CCP Central Military Commission, commanded in unified fashion the 1st Army Group (comprising the 8th, 13th and 15th Columns), the 1st Artillery Brigade of the North China Military Region, the 7th Column of the Northwest Field Army, the 3 independent brigades of the Jinzhong Military Region and the 2nd Garrison Brigade of the Shaan-Gan-Ning-Jin-Sui Joint Defense Army and other units, 17 brigades with more than 115,000 men in all; exploiting the momentum of victory in the Jinzhong Campaign, they pressed on Taiyuan, took advantage of victory to confine the Yan Xishan clique within the narrow area of Taiyuan and its near suburbs, and assembled at Yuci, Taigu, Qingyuan (now Qingxu) and other places to carry out consolidation and training, preparing to launch the Taiyuan Campaign in mid-October. The CCP Central Military Commission issued its instruction on the Taiyuan Campaign on July 16, 1948, and instructed that captured officers might be sent into the city carrying a letter to persuade Yan Xishan to surrender, which could guarantee the safety of his troops and their dependents. On July 23 the General Command of the Taiyuan front held its first meeting, which discussed the plan for consolidation and training of the troops and drew up the operational guiding principle for attacking Taiyuan. The guiding principle that Xu Xiangqian put forward was: “Conscientiously complete the encirclement and confinement of the city of Taiyuan, control the northern and southern airfields and a number of outer mines and factories, and cut off its outside reinforcement and its supplies of grain, ammunition and fuel; militarily, take step by step the necessary outer strongpoints and destroy its effective strength; politically, break up and shake the enemy so as to create favorable conditions for the assault on the city; open the road to the assault on the city and complete the preparations for it, and then take it at one stroke.”

(3) The operational deployments of both sides

Yan Xishan took holding Taiyuan to the death as his aim and declared that he would live or die with the city. His deployment of forces was as follows: the city of Taiyuan was divided into 1 central defense area and 4 outer defense areas — east (later divided into southeast and northeast), south, west and north. 5 armies, 11 divisions (army groups) and 21 security regiments were assigned to defend the 4 outer defense areas east (later divided into southeast and northeast), south, west and north, of which the headquarters of the 33rd Army and 3 divisions (the provisionally organized 39th, 46th and 71st Divisions) defended the north sector; the headquarters of the 19th Army and 2 divisions (the 68th Division and the provisionally organized 40th Division) plus 2 regiments defended the northeast sector; the 61st Army and 4 divisions (the 69th and 72nd Divisions, the Steadfast Division, and the Engineer Division) defended the area west of the Fen River; the headquarters of the 34th Army and 2 divisions (the 66th and 73rd Divisions) defended the south sector; the headquarters of the 43rd Army and 2 divisions (the provisionally organized 49th Division and the 70th Division) defended the southeast sector; the defense area with the city wall as its core was defended by the headquarters of the 30th Army and 2 divisions (the Iron-Blood Division and the Valiant Division); the units directly subordinate to the Pacification Headquarters — the Special Service Regiment, the Gendarmerie Regiment, the Armored Regiment and others — were responsible for guarding the central defense area inside the city; and 1 army of 6 divisions was held as the reserve, charged with mobile operations. The defensive emphasis was placed on the two defense areas of south and north.

In view of the strong fortifications of Taiyuan and the rough equality of strength between the two sides, the Party Front Committee of the 1st Army Group decided on September 28: “The campaign’s guiding principle is to confine, break up, attack, and gradually weaken the enemy, and then take Taiyuan at one stroke and annihilate the enemy entirely.” It fixed the following campaign steps: first step, break through the garrison’s first line of defense on the southeast and northeast of Taiyuan, control the southern and northern airfields with fire, and cut off the enemy’s outside reinforcement; second step, seize such main outer strongpoints as Shantou, Naoma, Shuangtasi and Wohushan, and sweep away the obstacles to the assault on the city; third step, with the southeast and northeast of the city as the main directions of assault, carry out the assault on the city, take the city wall, and annihilate the defenders. The attack was expected to be launched on October 18, striving to complete the task of liberating Taiyuan within 3 months.

On October 1, in order to wreck the PLA’s campaign preparations, and to seize grain and press-gang men, the Taiyuan garrison sallied south with 7 divisions along the line east of the Fen River and west of the Tongpu Railway (Datong–Fenglingdu). On the 3rd, the provisionally organized 44th and 45th Divisions and part of the 72nd Division advanced to Xiaodian Town, Xinanpan Village and other places; the provisionally organized 40th, 49th and 73rd Divisions and other units advanced to Qiu Village, Xiwenzhuang and other places; and the 66th and 69th Divisions assembled in the Hongsi area. Xu Xiangqian and others resolved to seize the favorable opportunity of the garrison leaving its defensive positions, launched the Taiyuan Campaign ahead of schedule, and first annihilated its effective strength in field warfare. On October 6 the Central Military Commission also telegraphed instructions: “Because the enemy has been forced to expand outward, it gives us a good opportunity to annihilate him; if the enemy’s fighting strength is not strong and you command properly, by taking the opportunity to attack you may be able to clear all the enemy outside the city in a comparatively short time, and may be able to shorten the time for assaulting the city; without needing to halt for long you can follow up the momentum to assault the city and liberate Taiyuan earlier.”



II. Course of Operations

The Taiyuan Campaign as a whole included 3 phases: the outer-area operations, in the first period of which the four major key points of Dongshan at Taiyuan were taken and the encirclement was further tightened; the turn to rest and consolidation, consisting mainly of sporadic operations and of dividing and breaking up the Nationalist army; and the general assault on Taiyuan, in which Yan Xishan’s Taiyuan garrison was entirely annihilated.

(1) Taking the four major key points of Dongshan

The campaign was launched on October 5. At dawn, the 8th and 13th Columns of the assault army group, with swift and fierce movements, sallied from south to north and respectively surrounded the provisionally organized 44th Division at Xiaodian Town and Gongjiapu and the provisionally organized 45th Division at Nanheiyao and Nanpan Village. The 15th Column sallied westward from Taigu and Yuci and thrust straight to the line Wusu–Gangtou, while the 7th Column and the Independent 5th Brigade of the Jinzhong Military Region crossed the Fen River eastward and thrust straight to the line Jiajie, Xiaoma and Greater and Lesser Wu Villages, so that by a pincer attack from east and west they cut off the retreat of the provisionally organized 44th and 45th Divisions that had advanced to Xiaodian Town and the Wusu airfield, and blocked Nationalist troops that might come to reinforce from Taiyuan.

On the 6th, the 8th and 13th Columns annihilated the whole of the encircled provisionally organized 44th and 45th Divisions and part each of the 72nd Division and the provisionally organized 49th Division. The provisionally organized 40th, the 73rd and the 49th Divisions, which had been hovering north of Wusu, hurriedly withdrew to Taiyuan. The units then pressed toward the outer area of Taiyuan and continued to expand their gains: the 43rd Brigade of the 15th Column on the eastern route and the Independent 6th Brigade of the Jinzhong Military Region took Wusu and the Wusu airfield, annihilated one regiment of the 73rd Division, and closed up on the south side of the Dongshan fortress area; the 38th Brigade of the 13th Column occupied Beiying railway station and other places and annihilated one security regiment. The 7th Column’s Independent 12th Brigade on the northern route, the 2nd Garrison Brigade and the Independent 4th Brigade of the Jinzhong Military Region, operating to cover the Xiaodian area, took Fenggeliang, an important strongpoint northeast of the city, and most of Lijiashan, annihilated one regiment and two further battalions of the 68th Division, and controlled the Xincheng airfield north of the city by artillery fire. By the 16th, they had annihilated in all 2 divisions, 3 regiments and 7 battalions of Yan’s army, 12,000 men, and had closed up on and partly broken through the first line of defense in the southern and northern areas of Taiyuan.

After the victory in the first battle, the leaders of the 1st Army Group resolved to exploit the victory to take the Dongshan fortresses, creating conditions for the next step, the assault on the city. Dongshan was an important screen east of the city of Taiyuan, 30 kilometers long east–west and about 15 kilometers wide north–south, with its main peak Hanshan 500 meters higher than the city of Taiyuan, overlooking the whole urban area; more than 3,000 pillboxes large and small had been built on the mountain, forming a strong fortress zone. Xu Xiangqian’s chief consideration at the time was this: “In accordance with the Military Commission’s intention that we turn quickly to the plan of assaulting the city, and considering also that severe winter is about to arrive, and that after the cold sets in and the ground freezes attack operations will become more difficult for the troops, time cannot be dragged out so long. I advocate thrusting directly from the south and north into the four great fortresses of Dongshan and resolutely taking this position, 8 kilometers long north–south, cutting Taiyuan off from the main peak of Dongshan in the middle at one stroke; as for the enemy holding the main peak of Dongshan, if he will not surrender we will starve him to death!” And further: “Taking the line of positions of the four great fortresses is equivalent to cutting his (referring to Yan Xishan) throat; the whole of Dongshan will be under my control, which can both lay the foundation for taking Taiyuan and open the road for the people of the rear areas to support our army’s operations.” This was an extremely bold move; although the task of assault was very heavy, once it succeeded the effect was truly remarkable.

From the 16th, the 7th, 13th and 15th Columns and part of the 8th Column, in coordination with units of the Jinzhong Military Region, launched attacks on the garrison of the Dongshan fortresses from the south and north. Late on the night of the 17th the PLA at one stroke took most of the pillboxes at Niutuozhai, shaking the garrison along the whole Dongshan line. On the 18th and 19th the assault army group, with more than 1,500 men, under artillery cover from several directions, attacked the Niutuozhai position more than 10 times in succession; by the 19th it had successively taken Dayaotou, Shizuizi, Yulinping, Dabeijian, Shirenliang, Heituo, Mengjiajing and most of the positions at Niutuozhai and Hanshan, annihilated part each of the provisionally organized 39th Division, the provisionally organized 8th Army Group and the security regiments, forced one regiment of the Hanshan garrison to surrender, and occupied the main peak of Dongshan, Hanshan, and most of the positions. To secure the Dongshan positions, Yan Xishan concentrated the 30th Army and the provisionally organized 10th Army Group and, under powerful artillery support, took Niutuozhai as the main objective and carried out counterattacks, pouring out more than ten thousand shells a day on a position of less than 300 square meters. The 7th Column and other units that had occupied Niutuozhai resisted stubbornly, fought fiercely for 3 days, and after inflicting heavy casualties on the enemy withdrew from the Niutuozhai position on the 21st.

On October 26, in order to destroy the garrison’s Dongshan defensive positions and seize the support for the assault on the city, the leaders of the 1st Army Group again adjusted their deployment and decided to narrow the attack front and concentrate forces to take the four great key points of Dongshan: Niutuozhai, Xiaoyaotou, Naoma and Shantou. The specific assignment of tasks was: the 7th Column with 31 heavy guns attached to attack Niutuozhai; the 8th Column to attack Xiaoyaotou; the 13th Column with 11 heavy guns attached to attack Shantou; and the 15th Column with 19 heavy guns to attack Naoma. From that day the columns, by assigned sectors, launched an all-line attack on these four great key points. The garrison, holding firmly by relying on the precipitous terrain, and under cover of dense artillery fire, air-force fire and the release of poison gas, carried out continuous counterattacks. The units fought heroically and stubbornly and assaulted fiercely; after 19 days and nights of repeated contest, by November 13 they had taken all of the above key points, annihilated part each of the 30th Army, the 68th Division and the provisionally organized 8th and 10th Army Groups, more than 22,000 men in all, and won over the provisionally organized 8th Army Group of the garrison to revolt.

The intensity of the contest for the four great key points of Dongshan at Taiyuan was unprecedented; the main forces of both sides were committed one after another. Apart from using 5 divisions to guard Xishan and the areas south and north of the city, Yan Xishan committed all or part of his remaining 8 divisions, 3 army groups and the security regiments. Xu Xiangqian’s forces committed 27 regiments one after another. Guns of 82mm mortar caliber and above taking part on both sides reached more than 800; from the PLA’s point of view, annihilating each man cost on average 1 round of mountain-gun and various heavy-gun shell, 4 mortar rounds, 4 hand grenades, 110 rounds of small-arms ammunition of all kinds and 2 jin of explosive, and the positions were covered with scorched earth, extremely harrowing.

At the same time, the Independent 4th Brigade of the Jinzhong Military Region took such strongpoints as Qinglong Town, Beiliu and Huanzui north of the city, captured Li Yinzhou, commander of the key fortress on the northern line of the Taiyuan garrison, and advanced about 40 kilometers from north to south; the Independent 6th Brigade took such strongpoints as Nanwucheng, Nanyan and Xutan south of the city, tightening the ring around the city of Taiyuan. While the main force of the 1st Army Group was fighting at Dongshan, the Nationalists took advantage of the opportunity to construct a temporary airfield at Honggou on the west bank of the Fen River, and airlifted the 83rd Division from Yulin in Shaanxi to reinforce the defense of Taiyuan. During this period Huang Qiaosong, commander of the garrison’s 30th Army, sent a representative to contact the PLA assault units about revolting. The 1st Army Group then sent personnel into the city to assist in organizing the revolt. But because of betrayal, Huang Qiaosong and others were arrested and killed, and the revolt could not be realized.

(2) Suspending the assault on the city and turning to rest and consolidation

At the beginning of November the Liaoning–Shenyang Campaign ended, and the Northeast Field Army was about to enter the Pass to conduct the Ping-Jin Campaign together with units of the North China Military Region, while the Huai-Hai Campaign was in the midst of its fierce first phase. Considering that Fu Zuoyi was already a “bird startled by the bow,” and that if Taiyuan were taken too early it might make Fu Zuoyi feel isolated and abandon Peiping, Tianjin, Zhangjiakou and Tangshan of his own accord and withdraw west or south, increasing the difficulty of later operations; in order to hold fast the army group of Fu Zuoyi, commander-in-chief of the North China “Bandit-Suppression General Headquarters,” in the Beiping, Tianjin and Zhangjiakou area and not let it flee south or withdraw west, the CCP Central Military Commission on November 16 telegraphed the 1st Army Group to slow its attack on Taiyuan, and instructed that on the Taiyuan front “after fighting another week or two, taking some outer strongpoints and truly controlling the airfields, stop attacking and carry out a political offensive. Let the troops hold firmly the positions already occupied and rest and consolidate on the spot. When our army in the Northeast enters the Pass in the first ten days of next January to attack Ping and Jin, you will then attack Taiyuan.”

The 1st Army Group of the North China Military Region, in accordance with the Central Military Commission’s unified deployment concerning the strategic decisive battle, made the following deployment for the troops’ next actions: “Consolidate the four great key points of Dongshan — Niutuozhai, Xiaoyaotou, Naoma and Shantou — continue to push south and take several more key points, so as to confine the enemy effectively and unfold the political offensive; in addition, use the units of the three sub-districts of the Jinzhong Military Region to take the important positions west of the river and truly control the airfields by artillery fire; the Dongshan units are to prepare to pass the winter on Dongshan, building additional cave dwellings and repairing roads to bring up grain, and overcoming the difficulties.” From December 1 to 26, using part of its forces, it took such strongpoints as Songshupo east of the city of Taiyuan, Sucun, Yangqu and Lancun north of the city, and Huaqitou, Zhaojiashan and Qiugou south of the city, blockaded the airfields west and north of the city with fire, and further compressed the garrison into a narrow area of no more than 15 kilometers in each dimension. After that, part of the forces firmly held the forward positions and watched the garrison, while the main force turned to rest and consolidation. At the same time, the units surrounding the city, by such means as shouting across the battlefield, scattering leaflets, and mobilizing the relatives of the garrison’s officers and men to persuade them, carried out a broad political offensive, and induced large numbers of the garrison to revolt or surrender; by March 1949 more than 12,000 of the garrison had been broken up in this way. Through training troops in front of the positions, the units’ ability to assault fortifications was further raised.

After the units attacking on the Taiyuan front turned to resting and consolidating while surrounding the city, by April 1949 they had further annihilated, in scattered actions, more than 10,000 of the enemy. But at this time the Taiyuan garrison had many officers and few men, many firearms and poor assault capability; although it held the advantages of terrain and works, after the long siege its morale was dispersed and low, grain shortage was severe, the soldiers seldom had a full meal all day, and the number deserting or surrendering grew daily. After the peaceful liberation of Beiping the morale of the Taiyuan garrison was shaken still more, its spirits sank, the troops had no will to fight, and people’s hearts were in a panic. By this time Yan Xishan had already fled to Nanjing, but he still did not heed the PLA’s advice to Taiyuan to accept peaceful liberation; on the contrary he used the period of the PLA’s rest and consolidation to press-gang soldiers on a large scale and reorganize his depleted units, and instructed Liang Huazhi, the secret-service chief acting for him in administrative functions, Sun Chu, deputy director of the Taiyuan Pacification Headquarters and concurrently commander of the 15th Army Group, and Wang Jingguo, commander of the 10th Army Group and concurrently commander of the Taiyuan Garrison, and others, to hold out to the death relying on the strong fortifications. To strengthen the defense, apart from the reinforcement by the 83rd Division airlifted from Yulin, they also organized the remnants of the provisionally organized 8th, 9th and 10th Army Groups, together with the security regiments and the people’s defense corps, into regular troops, and forcibly seized townspeople and students to form the “Iron-Blood Division,” the “Valiant Division” and the “Steadfast Division,” patching together 2 army group headquarters (the 10th and 15th Army Groups), 6 army headquarters, 16 infantry divisions and 3 special-arms divisions, with a total strength of nearly 90,000. Within an area centered on the city of Taiyuan with a perimeter of about 84 kilometers, they set up 6 defense areas, with 12 divisions and 1 army group defending the 5 outer areas and 2 divisions defending the urban area, the remainder serving as mobile forces; and with the personally trained Artillery Regiment, the Howitzer Regiment, and the Imamura Artillery Unit, whose backbone was left-behind Japanese troops, together with 6 independent artillery battalions, they formed 10 artillery groups (199 mountain guns, field guns and howitzers in all, and more than 700 heavy mortars) to support the operations in the outer area. At the same time, to obtain air support, 5 small airfields were newly built around the city, but together with the original 3 airfields they were all under the control of the PLA’s artillery fire and could not be used smoothly.

(3) The general assault on Taiyuan

In accordance with the Central decision, the General Front Committee at Taiyuan decided to launch the second phase of the Taiyuan Campaign on April 20, 1949, that is, the general assault on Taiyuan to annihilate the defending enemy entirely. After the end of the Ping-Jin Campaign in January 1949, the situation on the North China battlefield had undergone a fundamental change. The 1st, 2nd and 3rd Army Groups of the North China Military Region were redesignated the 18th, 19th and 20th Army Groups respectively, and the 7th Column of the Northwest Field Army was redesignated the 7th Army of the First Field Army. In order to take Taiyuan as soon as possible, in March, by order of the CCP Central Military Commission, the 19th and 20th Army Groups and one artillery division each of the Fourth Field Army and the North China Military Region moved to the Taiyuan front to join the 18th Army Group and other units in the converging attack on Taiyuan, raising the total strength of the PLA on the Taiyuan front to more than 320,000, an absolute superiority over the garrison.

In order to unify command on the battlefield, on March 17 the CCP Central Military Commission decided to form the General Front Committee of the CCP for the Taiyuan front, made up of 8 persons: Xu Xiangqian, Luo Ruiqing, Zhou Shidi, Yang Dezhi, Yang Chengwu, Chen Manyuan, Hu Yaobang and Li Tianhuan, with Xu Xiangqian as secretary and Luo Ruiqing and Zhou Shidi as deputy secretaries. At the same time the Taiyuan Front Command was formed, with Xu Xiangqian as commander and political commissar, Zhou Shidi as deputy commander and Luo Ruiqing as deputy political commissar, taking the headquarters and political department of the 18th Army Group as the headquarters and political department of the Taiyuan front to command the participating units in unified fashion. On March 28, Peng Dehuai, deputy commander-in-chief of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army and commander and political commissar of the First Field Army, passing the Taiyuan front on his way back to the Northwest from the seat of the CCP Central Committee, was instructed by the Central Military Commission to stay for the time being on the Taiyuan front and take part in commanding the operation of the general assault on Taiyuan.

On March 31, the General Front Committee at Taiyuan fixed the campaign guideline of “splitting and encircling the enemy in the outer area, carrying out continuous attacks, striving to annihilate most or all of him, occupying favorable positions for the assault on the city, and then concentrating all strength on the assault of the city.” The specific deployment was: the 20th Army Group, with the 19th Division of the 7th Army attached, was to break through from the northwest and northeast, annihilate the garrison of the north sector, and then assault the city from the Greater and Lesser North Gates; the 19th Army Group, with units of the Jinzhong Military Region attached, was to break through from the south and west of the city, annihilate the garrisons of the southwest and south sectors, and then assault the city from the Great South Gate and the Shouyi Gate; the 18th Army Group, with the main force of the 7th Army attached, was to annihilate the garrison east of the city and then assault the city from the Great East Gate. The 1st and 3rd Artillery Divisions (the former 1st Artillery Brigade of the North China Military Region) were placed under the direct command of the front command; the 4th Artillery Division was attached to the 3 army groups for operations. In view of the garrison’s feature of deploying its main forces in the first-line positions outside the city, the operation was carried out in two steps: first, by means of infiltration and splitting, to surround and annihilate the garrison’s main force outside the city wall; then to concentrate forces and assault the city from all four sides and annihilate it entirely at one stroke.

On April 20, after full preparation, the units assaulting the city, under the cover of fierce artillery fire, adopted tactics of bold infiltration, splitting and encirclement, and annihilation piece by piece, and attacked the Taiyuan garrison along ten routes. The units infiltrated boldly, split and encircled, and rapidly broke through the garrison’s defense line from all directions, successively occupying such main positions as Xincheng Town and Zhangzitou north of the city, Beifenhe Bridge and Greater and Lesser Wang Villages southwest of the city, Dicun and Laojunying south of the city, and Haojiagou and Jianziwan east of the city. By the 22nd they had taken all the outer strongpoints of Taiyuan, annihilated 12 divisions of the Nationalist army, and pressed straight up to the foot of the city of Taiyuan.

In order to lessen the destruction of Taiyuan’s urban area and the losses to the lives and property of its citizens, the Taiyuan Front Command sent the garrison a note urging surrender on the 22nd. After the Taiyuan garrison refused to accept the note urging surrender sent by the Taiyuan Front Command, at 5:30 on the 24th the assault units, after fire preparation by more than 1,300 guns, launched the general assault on the city wall. At 6:15 the 20th Army Group first broke through the city wall east of the Lesser North Gate, and the 19th and 18th Army Groups also successively attacked into the city and engaged the garrison in street fighting, continuing to develop the attack in depth. The units entering the city, using small-scale demolition methods, rapidly opened the way forward and infiltrated boldly toward the garrison’s command center. By 10:00 they had fought into the Taiyuan “Pacification” Headquarters and annihilated the whole garrison, captured Sun Chu, Wang Jingguo and the Japanese advisers Imamura, Iwata and others alive, and killed the secret-service chief Liang Huazhi.

During the Taiyuan Campaign, the Party, government, army and people of the North China and Jin-Sui areas went all out and carried on large-scale work in support of the front. The civilian laborers serving directly at the front numbered 170,000; grain and fuel alone amounted to 200 million kilograms supplied, and 30 million kilograms of ammunition and assault equipment were transported, making an important contribution to the victory of the Taiyuan Campaign.

The Taiyuan Campaign lasted more than half a year in all, annihilating 1 Pacification Headquarters, 1 Security Command, 6 armies, 16 infantry divisions and 5 special-arms divisions of the Nationalist army, 135,000 men in total. The PLA suffered 15,000 casualties. The liberation of Taiyuan proclaimed the final end of Yan Xishan’s rule over the people of Shanxi, which had lasted as long as 38 years; after the liberation of Taiyuan, the more than 10,000 Nationalist defenders of Datong, seeing that the general situation was lost, also accepted reorganization on April 29, and the complete liberation of Shanxi gave the PLA a forward base for advancing into the Northwest.



III. Case Analysis

The Taiyuan Campaign was a position-assault operation by the PLA against a large city strongly fortified by the Nationalist army; it contains much experience worth drawing on, both in campaign guidance and in the carrying out of the campaign, and is a successful model of the assault on a fortified city.

(1) Fixing a scientific operational guideline according to the garrison’s defensive characteristics

The defensive deployment of the Taiyuan garrison concentrated its main forces in the outer defense areas, defending by relying on broad, deep and solid strongpoint-style fortifications. To seize the city wall, one must first cut up and annihilate the enemy in the main outer defense areas. Therefore, in view of the garrison’s feature of having 80 percent of its strength deployed in the outer defense, annihilating its main force in the outer area was the key to victory in the Taiyuan Campaign and its guiding principle. At the outset of the campaign, taking advantage of the favorable opportunity of the Taiyuan garrison leaving its positions to go out seizing men and grain, the PLA resolutely launched the campaign ahead of schedule, and in the first battle won the victory of annihilating 2 whole divisions, more than 12,000 men. It then took Dongshan at Taiyuan as the main objective of attack and, in repeated contest, took all 4 key points of Dongshan and annihilated more than 22,000 of the enemy, tightening the ring around the city of Taiyuan. Then, in order to coordinate with the Ping-Jin Campaign, it stopped attacking Taiyuan and changed to confining and breaking up the enemy; during the siege period of as long as more than 4 months, through a powerful political offensive, it broke up more than 12,000 enemy troops. At the final general assault on Taiyuan, the PLA, with three times the garrison’s strength and absolutely superior firepower, continued to follow the guideline of first fighting the outer area and afterward taking the city wall; in just over 2 days of outer-area operations it annihilated more than 10 enemy divisions, about 80 percent of the total strength of the Taiyuan garrison at that time, creating the conditions for the final seizure of the city wall. It was precisely because, in the outer area, a large number of the garrison’s effective strength had been annihilated that, after the general assault was launched, the fighting was settled in only a little over 4 hours.

(2) Making full campaign preparations and planning and organizing the troops’ actions strictly

In an operation to assault a large fortified city, full and solid campaign (battle) preparations must be made according to the situation and the mission, and a thorough and strict inspection must be carried out (especially of the assault units); only an attack launched on this basis will strengthen the grasp and confidence of victory and make it possible to achieve rapid and smooth success. In the Taiyuan Campaign, first there was detailed study of the enemy situation and terrain: cadres of battalion level and above were organized, in light of the mission, to reconnoiter repeatedly the enemy situation and terrain in front of them and to select the breakthrough points correctly, and efforts were made to organize grassroots cadres and combat-group leaders, in successive batches, to reconnoiter on the spot and become familiar with the enemy situation and terrain. On this basis, military democracy was fully brought into play, drawing on the wisdom and strength of the masses, to study the methods of fighting and the specific operational plans; terrain resembling the actual combat terrain was chosen and, in light of the mission, realistic combat training was carried out, training on the spot and holding martial contests on the spot, with the assault companies selected from the contests, which both raised confidence and solved problems. Making use of the experience of the operations at Shijiazhuang and Xinbao’an, they also vigorously reshaped the terrain and built attack positions according to the operational deployment, so as to preserve the suddenness of the fighting and reduce casualties in the attack. Full preparation of materiel and equipment was made, and combat plans and combat means at every level were given multiple fallbacks, so that if one move failed there were other plans to rely on. In addition, selecting the weak points and vital places of the defense and concentrating forces to break through at one point was also important operational experience. In the Taiyuan Campaign, whether in breaking through the pillbox line or in breaking through the city wall, the breakthrough was carried out at the thin and vital places of the defense, ensuring that the breakthrough succeeded at one stroke.

(3) Concentrating superior forces and achieving the operational effect of annihilating the enemy piece by piece

In the outer-area operations, the key to concentrating forces was to break through the enemy’s defense line, strive to thrust into depth, attack from both flanks, combine large and small turning and encircling movements, and split and cut off the enemy and annihilate him in separate encirclements. In the Taiyuan Campaign, on the basis of the earlier operations and encirclement, the 19th and 20th Army Groups and part of the Fourth Field Army were added after the end of the Ping-Jin Campaign, so that the units assaulting the city held an absolute superiority in numbers over the garrison, which created favorable conditions for successfully breaking through a large, strongly fortified city. In particular, the great power of artillery was brought into full play as never before in the operation; in the whole War of Liberation, the Taiyuan Campaign was the one in which the most artillery was used, and also a comparatively successful one. In the operation to assault the city, artillery was for the first time used to open the breach, and under powerful artillery support the breakthrough succeeded at one stroke; moreover, infantry–artillery coordination was strictly organized: before the battle the infantry and artillery commanders were first organized to carry out joint on-the-spot reconnaissance, studied the enemy situation on the spot, and defined point by point and pillbox by pillbox the artillery’s tasks and the methods and signals of coordination. The artillery also carried out sand-table and map exercises and organized 2 or 3 trial firings on the spot; in the course of the fighting, the commanders of small-caliber guns kept close contact with the infantry commanders, effectively bringing into play the effect of coordinated operations of the several arms. In the operation to assault the city, the attacking units attacked from separate points along ten routes in all, and after breaking through the key points and defense lines drove at once into depth, splitting the garrison’s defensive system at one stroke so that its parts could not support one another, effectively achieving the operational aim of splitting and annihilating the enemy.

(4) Giving full play to the power of the political offensive, and organically combining military blows with the political offensive

The Taiyuan garrison, after a long siege and long confinement, had long since lost its will to fight and its morale was shaken. Under such circumstances, combining military blows with the political offensive is the most likely to be effective. For example, before surrounding and annihilating Shuangtasi, the 189th Division shouted across to the garrison, explaining the PLA’s policies, and so caused one company of the garrison defending the outer moat to surrender; the 559th Regiment used the same method in attacking and annihilating Pillbox No. 13, the core work leading to Shuangtasi, where a company commander of the garrison led more than a hundred men to surrender, which opened a breach for the attack on Shuangtasi and played a certain role in the rapid taking of Shuangtasi. In the first phase of the campaign alone, there were as many as 6 cases of surrender by units of battalion level and above, and Zhao Rui, commander of the provisionally organized 8th Army Group, was won over to revolt with more than 500 of his men. In particular Huang Qiaosong, commander of the 30th Army, through the PLA’s efforts to win him over, also prepared to lead his troops in revolt; because Dai Bingnan, commander of his subordinate 27th Division, betrayed him, Army Commander Huang Qiaosong and Jin Fu, chief of the staff section of the 8th Column, who was the PLA’s liaison, were arrested together and later died a martyr’s death at the Yuhuatai in Nanjing; although the revolt failed, it produced a great shock inside the Taiyuan garrison. During the siege, with the work of breaking up the enemy as the center, struggle committees against the enemy were set up from the army group down to every division (brigade), with political-offensive guidance groups at regimental level, everyone taking part and everyone speaking up, and mass work of breaking up the enemy troops was carried out; over the whole siege phase more than 12,000 enemy troops were won over and broken up. Practice has proved that where the garrison is isolated, without relief and sitting awaiting death, carrying out a powerful political offensive will yield good results, and it is of great importance for breaking down the enemy’s will to fight, reducing losses and speeding up the course of the campaign.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





36. The Tianjin Campaign of the Northeast Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1949.1.14–1.15)




Case Summary

In the strategic decisive battle of the War of Liberation, the Northeast Field Army and the North China Military Region of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army launched the Ping-Jin (Peiping–Tianjin) Campaign. In the second phase of the campaign, the Northeast Field Army concentrated 5 columns and 22 divisions, 340,000 men in all, under the unified command of Liu Yalou, chief of staff of the field army, and from January 14, 1949, began the forcible assault on Tianjin. The attacking units adopted a campaign deployment of advancing toward each other from east and west, cutting through the waist, striking south first and north afterward, together with the tactical means of fierce infiltration, striking the weak before the strong, breaching walls and crossing rooftops, and splitting, encircling and annihilating, and in only 29 hours took this “first-class large city” with its strong fortifications and heavy garrison. In this campaign the Northeast Field Army, at a cost of more than 23,000 casualties, wiped out the Nationalist Tianjin garrison of 2 armies and 10 divisions, more than 130,000 men, among whom 28 officers of general rank were captured, from Chen Changjie, lieutenant general and deputy commander of the Tianjin–Tanggu Defense Area, on down. The Tianjin Campaign was the campaign in which the PLA’s special arms such as artillery, tanks and engineers took part in the greatest numbers, and it preliminarily realized coordinated operations of the various arms. The victory in this battle created the famous “Great Victory at Tianjin” of annihilating a stubbornly resisting enemy, put the Nationalist garrison of Beiping in the tight encirclement of more than 1,000,000 PLA troops, and was of major significance for the peaceful liberation of Beiping.



I. Pre-War Situation

In order to hold the Nationalist Fu Zuoyi army group in North China and annihilate it, the CCP Central Military Commission and Chairman Mao Zedong ordered the Northeast Field Army to enter the Pass ahead of schedule and, together with units of the North China Military Region, launch the Ping-Jin Campaign. On the basis of splitting and encircling the Nationalist garrisons, in order to force Fu Zuoyi to negotiate peace, the Tianjin Campaign was launched to annihilate the stubbornly resisting enemy and to seal off the retreat by sea.

(1) The Northeast Field Army and the North China Military Region launch the Ping-Jin Campaign

After the end of the Liaoning–Shenyang Campaign, the Northeast Field Army, from December 15 to 20, 1948, quickly and secretly entered the Pass and, together with units of the North China Military Region, began to carry out the Ping-Jin Campaign. The Nationalist Fu Zuoyi army group in North China was vacillating on whether to hold or to flee. Under its guideline of “holding Peiping and Tianjin for the time being, keeping the sea ports, expanding its strength, and watching how the situation changes,” it concentrated all of its more than 600,000 troops at such key points as Beiping, Tianjin, Zhangjiakou, Tanggu and Tangshan, intending on the one hand to put up stubborn resistance and on the other to prepare to withdraw south or flee west when conditions turned unfavorable.

The General Front Committee for the Ping-Jin Campaign (composed of Lin Biao, commander of the Northeast Field Army, Luo Ronghuan, its political commissar, and Nie Rongzhen, commander of the North China Military Region, with Lin Biao as secretary), in accordance with the operational guideline fixed by the Central Military Commission and Chairman Mao Zedong of “first strike the two ends, afterward take the middle, annihilating the enemy piece by piece,” in order to force Fu Zuoyi to negotiate peace and to dispel his illusion of using negotiations to stall for time and seize the opportunity to flee, decided to launch the Tianjin Campaign. It was commanded by Liu Yalou, chief of staff of the Northeast Field Army, with the command post located at Yangcun.

(2) The deployment of the Tianjin garrison

Tianjin was the foremost industrial and commercial city of North China, with a population of 2,000,000. Tianjin connects Beiping on the west, communicates with the Tanggu seaport on the east, and links the Jin-Pu line on the south; it was the place through which the Nationalist authorities at Beiping had to pass in fleeing south by sea or by land, and its strategic position was extremely important. The terrain is low-lying; the urban area is 12.5 kilometers long north–south, and at its narrowest east–west is less than 5 kilometers. The South Canal, the Ziya River, the North Canal, the Xinkai River and the Jinzhong River converge into the Hai River and run from northwest to southeast through the urban area, cutting the city of Tianjin into two large parts. Among the buildings of the urban area, in the north there are comparatively tall and solid factories, schools and railway stations; in the south there are numerous detached buildings; and in the center is the old city of Tianjin, mostly old-style single-storey houses.

The Tianjin garrison numbered 130,000 in all, of complex composition; those with comparatively strong fighting ability were about 5 divisions, with 50,000 to 60,000 troops who had been routed from the Northeast into the Pass, and the rest were logistic and miscellaneous-designation units. The main force, the 62nd Army, had been struck by the PLA in the Tashan fighting on the Northeast battlefield and had suffered heavy losses, and was afterward reorganized into 2 divisions (the 151st and 157th Divisions); the 67th Division was a unit patched together from newly formed North China regiments, of which the 151st Division had comparatively strong fighting power; the other main force, the 86th Army, had suffered heavy losses in the Northeast operations; the 326th and 333rd Divisions had both been formed by reorganizing local units around the time Tianjin was encircled; the Garrison Brigade had comparatively full strength, but its main components were new recruits. Since the PLA’s splitting and encirclement, the garrison had wavered between talking and fighting, and between withdrawing and holding, and its morale was low. In order to hold the defenses of Tianjin, the garrison conscripted young and middle-aged men to fill out its forces, plundered property at will, forcibly impressed large numbers of laborers to build works for it, and, to clear the field of vision and fire, forcibly demolished the civilian houses within 1,000 meters in front of the defensive positions on the outer edge of the urban area and laid nearly 40,000 mines in this “vacuum zone.”

The Tianjin Garrison Command, which had under it 2 army headquarters and 10 divisions, together with special-arms units and security regiments, 130,000 men in all, was concurrently commanded by Chen Changjie, deputy commander of the Tianjin–Tanggu Defense Area. Its basic deployment was as follows: west of the Hai River, northwest of the Xinkai River, and north of South Ma Road was the northwest defense area, defended by the 62nd Army (157th Division), of which the 151st Division defended the area west of the Xinkai River and north of the Ziya River and the 67th Division defended the area south of the Ziya River, west of the Hai River and north of South Ma Road, commanded by Lin Weichou, commander of the 62nd Army; east of the Hai River and south of the Xinkai River was the northeast defense area, defended by the 86th Army and the newly organized 305th Division, of which the 26th Division defended the area from Xinkaiwan to the East Racecourse, the 284th Division defended the area from Minzu Gate to Zhangdazhuang, the 293rd Division was located in the area near the east side of Jintang Bridge, and the 305th Division defended the Tangjiakou area, the northeast defense area being commanded by Liu Yunhan, commander of the 86th Army; south of South Ma Road and west of the Hai River was the southwest defense area, defended by the 43rd Division of the 94th Army and the 184th Division, of which the 184th Division defended from Wandou to the Racecourse area and the 43rd Division defended from the Racecourse to Chentangzhuang, directly commanded by Chen Changjie; east of Haiguang Temple, north of the Qiangzi River, and southwest of the Hai River was the core position, defended by the Special Service Battalion and the units left behind by the 94th Army, where the army headquarters, division offices and the municipal government were set up; the 326th and 333rd Divisions were the general reserve, of which the 326th Division was stationed south of Haiguang Temple and the 333rd Division near Chentangjia. The 62nd Army and 86th Army each had one battalion of howitzers and mountain guns, and the 94th Army had one howitzer battalion (lacking 6 howitzers), placed under the unified command of Qiu Zongding, deputy commander of the Tianjin defense, to be used concentratedly and mobilely, with reserve firing positions at Nankai University, Zhongshan Park and Xiaoliuzhuang. The garrison’s Garrison Command was set up near the Zhongyuan Company.

In order to consolidate the city’s defenses, the Tianjin garrison built a ring defensive position more than 40 kilometers long, and in front of this position built an earthen city-protecting wall 3.5 meters high, about 7 meters wide at the base and 1 meter wide at the top. Outside the earthen wall a moat 10 meters wide and 4 to 5 meters deep was dug, with the water depth kept at 2 to 3 meters. On the earthen wall were set barbed-wire and electrified fences, with a pillbox every 30 meters and a concealed bunker every hundred meters; outside the moat, and between the earthen wall and the moat, dense groups of pillboxes were built, and around each pillbox group and outside the moat were set abatis, barbed-wire and electrified fences, with mines laid by the tens of thousands. Open pillboxes and other works were built near the main streets and bridges of the urban area.

(3) The Northeast Field Army’s operational plan

In the Tianjin–Tanggu direction, the CCP Central Military Commission had originally planned to attack Tanggu first and afterward strike Tianjin. In accordance with the Central Military Commission’s instructions, the Northeast Field Army had originally intended, as its first step, to annihilate the 5 divisions of the 87th Army and other units of the Tanggu garrison commanded by the 17th Army Group. But after receiving the reports of the front-line unit leaders that Tanggu has the Bohai Sea at its back, rivers on three sides and very many salt fields, which made movement and deployment of troops inconvenient and made it impossible to encircle the garrison on four sides, and after detecting signs that the Beiping and Tianjin garrisons also meant to break out when opportunity offered, it proposed to watch Tanggu with a small force and concentrate forces to strike Tianjin first.

The CCP Central Military Commission approved the Northeast Field Army’s operational plan, and decided that, apart from using the main force of the 12th Column at Junliangcheng to watch the Tanggu garrison, forces would be concentrated to turn and attack Tianjin, and ordered the 41st Army to rejoin its establishment quickly; in addition, it ordered the whole of the 2nd and 3rd Army Groups of North China to advance east along the Ping-Sui Railway to cooperate with the Northeast Field Army in strengthening the tight encirclement of Beiping. In this way the Northeast Field Army concentrated 5 columns and 22 divisions, 340,000 men in all, with 538 large-caliber guns, 30 tanks and 16 armored vehicles attached, preparing to assault Tianjin by force.

In accordance with the terrain of Tianjin, narrow east–west and long north–south, and the garrison’s characteristics of strong forces in the north, strong works in the south, and neither strong forces nor strong works in the center, the front command of the Northeast Field Army fixed an operational guideline of advancing toward each other from east and west, cutting through the waist, striking south first and north afterward, and splitting first and annihilating by encirclement afterward. The specific deployment was: Li Tianyou, commander of the 1st Column, and Liang Biye, political commissar, were to command the 1st and 2nd Columns together with two-thirds of the artillery of the special-arms units and 20 tanks, to carry out the main breakthrough from west to east on the north–south sector at Heping Gate west of the city. Deng Hua, commander of the 7th Column, and Wu Fushan, political commissar, were to command the 7th and 8th Columns together with one-third of the artillery of the special-arms units and 10 tanks, and break through from east to west along the line of Wangchuanchang and Minzu Gate on the east. The above two groups, with Jintang Bridge (now Jiefang Bridge) as the meeting point, were to complete the task of “cutting through the waist,” and then to infiltrate, split and annihilate the garrison piece by piece. The 9th Column and the 34th Division of the 12th Column were to carry out a supporting attack from south to north; a small part of the force was to carry out an accompanying attack on the north; and the 17th Division of the 6th Column was the reserve. While completing the encirclement of Tianjin, the participating units at once carried out in-depth investigation and study of the enemy situation and terrain and drew up a detailed plan for the assault on the city, and made full preparations in tactics, technique and materiel support, chiefly to ensure the smooth breaching of the moat. At the same time, in accordance with the instruction of the Party Central Committee, the front command required the assault units, for garrisons holding such main buildings as factories and schools, to adopt the method of first surrounding them and not attacking them for the time being, and to settle them by some means after most of the garrison had been annihilated, so as to reduce damage to the city and benefit future construction.



II. Course of Operations

In the Tianjin Campaign, the units of the Northeast Field Army, on the basis of the outer-area operations, carried out a campaign-level splitting of the garrison, then surrounded and annihilated it, wiping out the Tianjin garrison entirely.

(1) Outer-area operations

From December 19 to 22, 1948, the Northeast Field Army’s 8th and 9th Columns and other units respectively took such important outer strongpoints as Yangcun, Baitangkou and Junliangcheng, cutting the links between Tianjin and Beiping, Dagukou and Tanggu. On January 3, 1949, operations to clear the strongpoints of the near-suburban outer area began. On the afternoon of January 7 the 7th Column took the extremely strong strongpoint of the Dongjuzi barracks and annihilated one regiment of the garrison, more than 1,100 men. On the 12th the 7th Column in turn took such strongpoints as the Zhejiang Cemetery, Jiangjiayao and the Guangdong Cemetery, and closed up on the city wall of Tianjin. From the 8th to the 10th the 8th Column pulled out the strongpoint of Fanjiapu outside Minquan Gate, which was called a “model work of Tianjin.” On the 5th the 9th Column took the main strongpoints southeast of Tianjin, the paper mill and Huidui, and annihilated more than 3,000 of the garrison. From the 7th to the 9th the 12th Column took such outer strongpoints south of Tianjin as Zhaojiaba, Liqizhuang and Jijiazhuang, and annihilated a hundred-odd of the enemy, the remnants of the garrison fleeing into the city. From the 7th to the 13th the 2nd Column successively took such strongpoints west of the city of Tianjin as Sanyuan Village, the Luxi Cemetery, the Anhui Cemetery, Dingzigu and Huojiazui, and annihilated several hundred of the enemy. From the 5th to the 13th the 1st Column took such strongpoints as Zhangbafen and Sizuofen. By then the columns had basically taken the garrison’s outer strongpoints in front of their respective attack sectors and had cleared away the obstacles to the assault on the city.

From December 30, 1948 to January 1, 1949, the 38th Army advanced from the line of Lixian Town and Langfang Town to assemble in the area west of Tianjin, and east and south of Yangliuqing; the 39th Army advanced to assemble south and east of Wangqingtuo; the 44th Army advanced to assemble at Huantuo and south of it; the 45th Army advanced to assemble at Hangu and east and south of it; the 46th Army advanced to assemble in the Baitangkou and Dasi area south of Tianjin; the 49th Army was on the line of Junliangcheng; and the field army’s artillery assembled in the area of Yangcun. The encirclement of Tianjin was thus formed.

After completing the encirclement of the city of Tianjin, Lin Biao, commander of the Northeast Field Army, and Luo Ronghuan, its political commissar, sent letters to Chen Changjie and others proposing to settle the Tianjin question through negotiation. In consequence, Chen Changjie sent representatives out of the city to negotiate with the PLA three times, on the 8th, 10th and 11th, and the Tianjin garrison’s request to withdraw south by sea was rejected by the PLA. The Ping-Jin Front Command had notified the negotiating representative of Fu Zuoyi at Beiping, requiring that the Tianjin garrison must march out of the city before 12:00 on the 13th and await disposition, otherwise the PLA would begin the assault on the city on the 14th. At 12:00 on the 13th the Tianjin garrison gave no sign of laying down its arms. On the night of the 13th the Northeast Field Army’s assault units entered their attack positions in the various places by separate routes, the artillery companies entered their firing positions, and all the units assaulting the city completed every preparation before the general assault.

(2) Campaign-level splitting

At 10:00 on the morning of January 14, 1949, at a single order of the assault command, more than a thousand guns opened fire together, guns of every caliber were aimed at their targets, and destructive fire, interdiction fire and suppressive fire were carried out simultaneously, delivering a fierce bombardment on the Nationalist positions.

After one hour of continuous destructive fire, on the first main direction of attack, in the west, most of the garrison’s fire points and works at Heping Gate and its vicinity were destroyed and a breach several dozen meters wide was opened in the breakthrough front; Pillboxes Nos. 42, 43, 45 and 48 on the forward edge of the outer moat were destroyed, and the conspicuous targets, such as the Third Prison and the waterworks, commanding heights near the Xiaoximen Gate in depth, were also destroyed. Before the bombardment had ended, the assault teams of the 1st Column launched their charge ahead of time and rushed up the city wall, which the fire had battered into a continuous gentle slope, and after 3 minutes of fierce hand-to-hand fighting occupied the top of the wall. Two battalions of the 10th Regiment of the 4th Division of the 2nd Column broke through on the north side of the South Canal, crossed the frozen moat, stepped on the shell craters in the city wall, and climbed the wall that had been battered down by the fire. Three tanks and 92 infantry guns accompanying the infantry in its advance, firing directly at close range, wiped out the garrison’s fire points near the breach and effectively covered the infantry’s assault. The 16th and 17th Regiments of the 6th Division of the 2nd Column carried out a shoulder-to-shoulder breakthrough between Pillboxes Nos. 10 and 11 south of the South Canal and on the sector from Heping Gate southward, occupied and enlarged the breach, and attacked toward the inside of the city. The tanks accompanying the advance also broke through the garrison’s artillery obstruction, crossed Heping Gate Bridge along the river embankment, destroyed the remaining fire points of the garrison, and broke into the city wall.

On the second main direction of attack, in the east, the artillery of the 8th Column bombarded with 155mm and 105mm howitzers the garrison’s second-line positions and artillery positions at Wangchuanchang, the Changjiang Paper Mill, the dye works, Beining Park and the Tianjin General Station; field guns, mountain guns and antitank guns fired by direct aiming and destroyed the garrison’s forward works and concrete pillboxes. In a very short time the pillboxes near the breach were destroyed one by one and the garrison’s guns and weapons were suppressed, after which fire was shifted to the depth of the garrison’s position. The 1st Company of the 70th Regiment of the 24th Division of the 8th Column opened the way with successive demolitions, rushed up the city wall, and opened and consolidated the breach. At 11:58 a 3-minute artillery surprise was fired again. At 12:00 the infantry launched its charge and in only 3 minutes broke through Minquan Gate in the northeast of Tianjin. By this time the 21st and 19th Divisions of the 7th Column had also successively broken through the city defenses.

On the southern supporting-attack direction, the first assault by the 34th Division of the 12th Column and the 26th Division of the 9th Column failed because their formations were dense and they suffered heavy casualties under the garrison’s artillery fire. At 13:30 they assaulted again and succeeded. By the early morning of the 15th the fighting to consolidate the breach ended, and the units developed in depth into the urban area.

From 10:50 to 13:30 the assault units, the 1st and 2nd Divisions of the 1st Column, the 4th and 6th Divisions of the 2nd Column, the 19th and 21st Divisions of the 7th Column, the 24th Division of the 8th Column, the 26th Division of the 9th Column and the 34th Division of the 12th Column, opened 9 breaches in the three directions of east, west and south, achieving an all-round breakthrough, and the fighting moved into the city of Tianjin. Only the 22nd Division of the 8th Column did not break through the city wall on its own front, and instead entered the city through the breach made by the 24th Division at Minquan Gate.

After entering the city, the columns rapidly developed in depth. Each infantry detachment, in coordination with the artillery, engineers and tanks, using the tactics of breaching walls and crossing rooftops, bypassed the garrison’s strong strongpoints and thrust fiercely toward their designated objectives. At about 16:00 the general reserve, the 17th Division of the 6th Column, was committed on the right flank of the 1st Column. Then the 1st Column and the 17th Division of the 6th Column assaulted toward Jintang Bridge, Haiguang Temple and the Zhongyuan Company. At the same time, after breaking through the city wall the 2nd Column assaulted toward Jintang Bridge along Zhongmiao Street and Jinhua Bridge. The 4th Regiment of the 2nd Division of the 1st Column fought eastward all the way along West Drum Tower Street, took the Drum Tower, and continued to infiltrate toward Jintang Bridge. The 8th Company of the 2nd Regiment of the 1st Division of the 1st Column reached Jintang Bridge on the night of the 14th and took the police bureau beside Jintang Bridge. The 7th Company of the 4th Regiment of the 2nd Division of the 1st Column successfully demolished the pillbox at the bridgehead and at 2:00 on the early morning of the 15th first occupied the head of Jintang Bridge. The advance units of the 5th Division of the 2nd Column then fought through to Jintang Bridge. Soon afterward, units of the 24th Division of the 8th Column passed through East Drum Tower Street. The main assault forces from east and west met victoriously at Jintang Bridge in the early morning of the 15th, completing the first-step campaign task of splitting; the whole defensive system of the Tianjin garrison was cut through the waist, the Tianjin garrison was divided into several pieces, each falling into a state of utter isolation and confusion, and the whole line wavered.

(3) Encirclement and annihilation operations

After achieving the splitting of the Tianjin garrison, the columns of the Northeast Field Army, in accordance with their prescribed objectives, took advantage of the victory to infiltrate and pursue, and struck the Nationalist garrison in the urban area in separate pieces. After entering the city, the 5th Division of the 2nd Column advanced eastward along Zhongmiao Street and reached Dafeng Bridge at 18:00. Then, in coordination with the 12th Regiment of the 4th Division on the north side of the canal, it successively took Jinhua Bridge and Jinzhong Bridge and annihilated the whole of the garrison at Jinzhong Bridge. The 2nd and 3rd Companies of the 70th Regiment of the 24th Division of the 8th Column took Jingang Bridge at 5:30 on the 15th.

At dawn on the 15th, the 49th Regiment of the 17th Division of the 6th Column, the 3rd Regiment of the 1st Division of the 1st Column, and the 8th Regiment of the 3rd Division of the 1st Column jointly attacked Haiguang Temple, the southwest screen of the core area. After 40 minutes of fierce fighting they took the commanding height within the strongpoint, and in less than 2 hours annihilated the whole of the garrison in the strongpoint.

In order to take the Garrison Command as quickly as possible and end the fighting early, the 1st Column decided that the 1st Division would go all out to take the core area, while the 3rd Division and the 49th Regiment of the 17th Division would assist the 1st Division in attacking the strongpoints on the outer edge of the Garrison Command. At 5:00 on the 15th, the 13th and 14th Regiments of the 5th Division of the 2nd Column advanced by separate routes against the Zhongyuan Company, to attack in coordination the core position of the Zhongyuan Company and the Garrison Command. The 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 1st Regiment of the 1st Division of the 1st Column quickly reached the edge of the garrison’s core area. The 1st Battalion attacked the Zhongyuan Company, and its 3rd Company attacked from the south into the first-floor hall and fought the garrison for it floor by floor. The 2nd Battalion launched its attack on the Garrison Command; its 5th Company, by successive demolitions, first took the Zhongyuan Li building on Duolun Road and knocked out the western-flank screen defending the Garrison Command. Then the whole battalion in separate columns launched a forcible assault on the Garrison Command from Xinhua Road and Shandong Road. The 6th Company broke across Duolun Road, drove straight along Xinhuabei Road to the north gate of the Garrison Command, rushed into the two-storey building in the courtyard on the east side where Chen Changjie’s command post was entrenched, and captured in the basement Chen Changjie, commander of the Nationalist Tianjin Garrison Command, and Qiu Zongding, deputy commander, together with more than 1,000 officers and men.

Yaohua Middle School was the southeast screen of the garrison’s core area. After surrounding this strongpoint, the 1st Division of the 1st Column, the 6th Division of the 2nd Column, the 27th Division of the 9th Column and other units adopted the method of frontal attack combined with flank envelopment, and attacked fiercely from several different directions. In less than 3 hours of fighting they took the strongpoint, and most of the 3,000 men of the garrison’s 43rd Division headquarters, the engineer battalion and one regiment were annihilated.

The 7th Regiment of the 3rd Division of the 1st Column, in coordination with the 55th Regiment of the 19th Division of the 7th Column, attacked the large building south of Minzu Road where the headquarters of the 62nd Army was located, and captured more than 470 of the garrison. Turning back, it then surrounded the “Little White Building” of the headquarters of the 86th Army. Under the political offensive, the garrison’s resolve to hold firm wavered. The officers and men of the Northeast Field Army rushed into the building and captured 870 men, from Liu Yunhan, lieutenant general, deputy commander of the Nationalist Tianjin Garrison Command and concurrently commander of the 86th Army, and Lin Weichou, lieutenant general, commander of the 62nd Army, on down.

All the commanders of the Nationalist army above the level of army had been captured alive; the garrison lost its command and fought on its own. The columns of the PLA pursued in the wake of victory and unfolded the final annihilation of the remaining enemy.

Before the general assault on Tianjin, in order to bewilder the garrison, Liu Yalou had deliberately received the negotiating representatives sent by Chen Changjie north of the city of Tianjin, giving them the illusion that the PLA’s assault command post was in the north of the city. He then carried out trial artillery firing against the northern part of Tianjin. Chen Changjie therefore wrongly supposed that the PLA’s main direction of attack was in the north of the city, and hurriedly transferred the 151st Division of the 62nd Army, the strongest in fighting power of the Tianjin garrison, from the core area inside the city at Jintang Bridge to the north of the city, which left the garrison force in the Jintang Bridge area empty. After the fighting at the alcohol factory ended, the 2nd Column ordered the 12th Regiment of the 4th Division to attack the Nationalist 151st Division. The 12th Regiment developed the attack along its prescribed route, coordinated with the 5th Division in controlling Jinhua Bridge, and, in coordination with the neighboring 2nd Division, split and surrounded the 151st Division in the area north of the Ziya River on the railway to west of the North Canal. The three battalions of this regiment infiltrated by several routes and separately split and surrounded two more regimental headquarters of the 151st Division’s headquarters and another regiment of the garrison on the east bank of Jinzhong Bridge. With the assistance of the 3rd Regiment of the Independent 7th Division, the 12th Regiment made several assaults on the 151st Division, but without effect. On the morning of the 15th, such important garrison strongpoints and command organs as the Bank of China, the Zhongyuan Company and the Garrison Command were all taken, and the remnants of the Tianjin garrison were in a desperate plight. Chen Zhi, commander of the 151st Division, seeing that the general situation was lost, had no choice but to raise a white flag and surrendered with 3,534 of his men. By 15:00 on the 15th, the PLA had basically cleared all the remaining enemy within the city, and the Tianjin Campaign ended in victory.

After the liberation of Tianjin, the Tanggu garrison, the headquarters of the 17th Army Group, the 87th Army and other units, 5 divisions in all, fled by sea in ships on January 17. The Northeast Field Army’s 12th Column pursued and annihilated more than 3,000 of their rear guard and occupied Tanggu.

The Tianjin Campaign annihilated the whole Nationalist Tianjin garrison of 2 armies and 10 divisions, more than 130,000 men, of whom the captured Tianjin–Tanggu Defense Area lieutenant general, deputy commander and concurrently commander of the Tianjin Garrison Command, Chen Changjie; the lieutenant general, deputy commander of the Tianjin Garrison Command and concurrently commander of the 62nd Army, Lin Weichou; the lieutenant general, commander of the 86th Army, Liu Yunhan; and the lieutenant general, mayor of the city of Tianjin, Du Jianshi — 28 officers of general rank in all; captured were 1,648 guns of various kinds, 3,553 light and heavy machine guns, more than 54,000 rifles and pistols, and more than 800 motor vehicles. The Northeast Field Army itself suffered more than 23,000 casualties.



III. Case Analysis

The Tianjin Campaign was one of the most successful city-assault operations in the War of Liberation; the Northeast Field Army, at a cost of 23,000 casualties in only 29 hours, took this large city with its strong fortifications and heavy garrison, and the Central Military Commission circulated the experience of the assault on Tianjin to the whole army.

(1) Preparations for the assault on the city were thorough and meticulous

Tianjin was a city that the Nationalist army had managed with painstaking effort and held with heavy forces, and it also lay on low-lying terrain webbed with water. In order to ensure the smooth taking of Tianjin, to shock Fu Zuoyi and to force him to hold peace talks, the commanders on the Tianjin front made operational preparations. They not only carried out in depth education whose main content was the situation, the great significance of the Tianjin Campaign and the carrying out of city-combat policy and discipline, which greatly stimulated the troops’ fighting enthusiasm and strengthened the commanders’ and fighters’ consciousness of assaulting fortifications, of solidarity, and of observing city-combat policy and discipline; they also organized reconnaissance (survey) meticulously and thoroughly, and mastered the garrison’s force deployment, fire-power system, defensive installations and terrain, which ensured that the commanders could make their operational resolve in good time and correctly. At the same time a large amount of earthwork and preparation of materiel and equipment was carried out: in view of the open terrain in front of the forward edge and the many kinds and great depth of the subsidiary defensive installations, the troops were organized to overcome the difficulties of the cold weather and frozen ground and, under the threat of the garrison’s fire, to build many communication trenches, which shortened the assault distance and increased the concealment and suddenness of the attack; demolition and bridging equipment for the assault on the city was prepared, ensuring the needs of the assault operation; and tactical exercises with a specific purpose were carried out, which raised the commanders’ ability to organize and command at every level and the troops’ tactical and technical level. The full preparation before the battle laid a good foundation for winning victory in the operation to assault the city.

(2) Close coordination among the various arms

In the Tianjin Campaign, artillery, engineers and tanks, cooperating with the infantry in operations, exerted a definite power and played a very great role in breaking through the forward edge. For example, the artillery fire was fierce and accurate: the fire preparation originally planned to last 2 hours destroyed the garrison’s strong defensive works and main firing points within 40 minutes; the antiaircraft guns shot down 2 Nationalist aircraft as soon as they appeared, so that their aircraft did not dare to fly over the battlefield at will; the tanks closed up and struck the garrison’s central fortresses; and the infantry and engineers, under cover of the artillery fire, seized the favorable moment to sweep mines and demolish obstacles, and in only some ten minutes opened passages and completed the bridging task. In this campaign, therefore, coordination among infantry, artillery, tanks and engineers was also effectively organized; it was a successful practice of combined-arms operations, and it greatly raised the effect of the operation.

(3) The employment of tactics was scientific and effective

The smooth carrying out of the Tianjin Campaign also lay in the correct employment of tactics, that is, in adopting, against the defensive situation of the Tianjin garrison, a campaign deployment of advancing toward each other from east and west and cutting through the waist; and, against the characteristics of fighting in the urban area, adopting the tactical means of breaching walls and crossing rooftops, avoiding the strong and striking the weak, and infiltrating and splitting. Because tactics were employed scientifically, the campaign aim and the annihilation of the enemy’s effective strength were effectively achieved, and campaign victory was won in only 29 hours. Because the Tianjin Campaign was also the first large-scale combined-arms city-assault operation organized by the Northeast Field Army and by the PLA, coordination in its details was not yet close enough: in the assault stage some units, mistaking the signal to begin the assault, launched their assault ahead of time, so that the 3-minute suppressive artillery fire originally planned could not be carried out, causing rather heavy casualties from the garrison’s fire during the assault; in the course of the fighting the infantry’s consciousness of covering the artillery and tanks was not strong enough; and the operational boundary lines were not clear enough, in particular crossing the boundary to fight was permitted, which caused excessive density of forces in some local areas and increased the difficulty of command and coordination.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





37. The Shanghai Campaign of the Third Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1949.5.12–5.27)




Case Summary

The Shanghai Campaign was a relatively independent campaign within the Yangtze River Crossing Campaign, and was also the largest-scale city-assault campaign of the strategic pursuit phase. The campaign was launched on May 12; the Third Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, with the 9th and 10th Army Groups, first took the key points of the outer area and cut off the retreat by sea, and then attacked the urban area from encircling positions. It ended on May 27, lasting 16 days, and at a cost of more than 30,000 casualties annihilated in all more than 150,000 Nationalist troops. The liberation of Shanghai cleared out the main body of the Nationalists’ remaining military strength in East China, created favorable conditions for the PLA’s rapid advance into the Southeast, South China and the Southwest, and accelerated the liberation of the whole of China; the liberation of Shanghai also created favorable conditions for defending the national defense of the southeast coast and for restoring the national economy.



I. Pre-War Situation

In order to annihilate the Nationalist forces that had withdrawn to hold Shanghai, the Second and Third Field Armies, in accordance with the Outline for the Implementation of the Nanjing–Shanghai–Hangzhou Campaign, decided to have the 9th and 10th Army Groups of the Third Field Army launch the Shanghai Campaign.

(1) The deployment of the Shanghai garrison

In the latter part of April 1949, after the Nationalist army’s Yangtze River defense line was broken through, 5 armies of the units under its Nanjing–Shanghai–Hangzhou Garrison General Headquarters were annihilated in the Lang(xi)–Guang(de) mountain area, and most of the rest withdrew to hold Shanghai, so that together with the units under the original Songhu Garrison Command there were 8 armies and 25 divisions, more than 200,000 men. Under the direct deployment of Chiang Kai-shek, Director-General of the Kuomintang, they intended to rely on Shanghai’s rich resources and the more than 4,000 permanent works built over a long period to keep up stubborn resistance, gain time, rush supplies away and cover a strategic retreat; and they prepared to destroy the city on a large scale, plotting to provoke an international incident and impel armed intervention by Britain, America and other Western countries.

Shanghai lies on the shore of the East China Sea, on the Yangtze River where it meets the sea, with a population of 5,000,000; it was China’s largest city and economic center, and also at that time the main base of the Western countries in China, and its strategic position was extremely important. The suburban terrain is flat, with dense villages, criss-crossing rivers and canals, and a high groundwater table. The garrison, with concrete pillboxes as the core, built a large number of group works and formed a comprehensive defensive system that was inconvenient for the mobility of large formations and for close-approach work. Inside the city tall buildings were many and solid; the main urban area lies beside the west bank of the Huangpu River, and Wusong, north of the city, is at the confluence of the Huangpu and the Yangtze and is the communications throat for Shanghai’s access to the sea.

For the defense of the whole of Shanghai the Nationalists divided 3 defense areas, namely the Huxi Northwest area (north of the Ning–Hu Road and west of the Huangpu River), the Huxi area (south of the Ning–Hu Road and west of the Huangpu River) and the Pudong area (east of the Huangpu River). Forces were disposed according to these 3 defense areas; before the PLA’s crossing of the Yangtze, the Nationalist garrison in Shanghai had 3 armies, namely the 52nd, 75th and 37th Armies, and 8 Communications Police general corps (each Communications Police general corps being equivalent to one regiment). The 52nd Army defended the Huxi Northwest area, the 75th Army defended the Huxi Southwest area, and the 37th Army defended the Pudong area. These 3 armies belonged to the Songhu Garrison Command; none of them had taken part in the Yangtze River defense operations or had been struck by the PLA, so their organization was comparatively complete, and they were all semi-motorized units with considerable fighting strength. The garrison wrongly judged that the PLA would advance on Shanghai along the Ning–Hu line, and so the Huxi garrison area was the key defense zone. For the key defense zone, besides strengthening the fire deployment of the 52nd Army, the navy was ordered to cooperate in operations and the guns of the Wusong fortress were ordered to give powerful fire support when necessary. Of the 8 Communications Police general corps, 2 were charged with escorting the transport of units’ goods and funds being rushed to Taiwan, and the other 6 were devoted to guarding the central area.

After the PLA’s victorious crossing of the Yangtze and the total collapse of the Nationalist Yangtze River defense line, the fleeing Nationalist units, the 21st Army, 54th Army, 123rd Army, 51st Army and the 99th, 95th, 8th and 204th Divisions and others, all withdrew to Shanghai. Tang Enbo, commander-in-chief of the Songhu Garrison, also moved the 12th Army from eastern Zhejiang to Shanghai, so that the Nationalist strength in Shanghai increased to 8 regular armies and 23 divisions, 250,000 men in all, and the forces were readjusted and redeployed.

Its defense guideline in Shanghai was to use the group works of pillboxes and, by regiment, battalion and company, form centers of resistance level by level, carry out step-by-step resistance and wear down the PLA’s attacking strength, then, when opportunity offered, concentrate powerful fire and make local sallies to defeat the PLA’s attack. Building solid defensive positions was an important measure in the Nationalists’ Shanghai defense plan. Tang Enbo strictly ordered the units to build “steel positions.” Construction of the positions began in January 1949 and was completed in the first ten days of May. The Shanghai garrison successively built 3 positions, namely the outer position, the main position and the core position.

The outer position was also the second line of defense. The outer position was divided into the Puxi outer position and the Pudong outer position. In Puxi, west of the line from the Liu River, Luodian, Jiading, Nanxiang and Qibao Town to Huajing Town was the outer position, and east of it was the main position. In Pudong, from Chuansha City to Beicai Town, north of the line was the main position and south of it the outer position. On the 7 small islands outside the mouth of the Wusong and on Chongming Island, 200 movable concrete pillboxes were also set up. The 123rd Army and the 8th Division defended the strongpoints on the Puxi side. The 51st Army defended the strongpoints on the Pudong side. Outside the outer position held by the main force, at Taicang, Kunshan, Qingpu, Songjiang, Jiashan, Pinghu, Jinshanwei, Nanhui and other places, the garrison sent out small units to operate, which constituted the first line of defense outside the outer position.

The main position was the position inside the mobile defense line and the outer position. This was in fact the third line of defense. The main position was likewise divided into the Puxi main position and the Pudong main position. In Puxi it began from Shiziling northwest of Baoshan city and extended south, through Yuepu, Yanghang, Liuhang, Dachang, Zhenru, Beixinjing, Hongqiao and Longhua, all of it up to the line along the Huangpu River, within it and outside the core position, being main position. In Pudong it began at Gaoqiao and extended south, through Gaohang and Yangjing Town, the position west of the line up to Tangqiao and east of the Pudong core position. The main position was basically the original 3 defense areas of Huxi Northwest, Huxi Southwest and Pudong. It was therefore still defended by the original 52nd, 75th and 37th Armies. The difference was that within the scope of the main position 2 crack armies had been added, namely the 54th Army and the 12th Army. The 54th Army, fully American-equipped, had been withdrawn to Shanghai from the Yangzhong area, and was also the strongest unit of the Shanghai garrison. The 12th Army was Tang Enbo’s own direct-line unit. These two strong formations Tang Enbo placed on the east and west wings of the mouth of the Wusong: the 54th Army defended the line of Dachang, Zhenru and Beixinjing, and the 12th Army defended the line of Gaoqiao and Gaohang, trying to hold firmly the gate of the Wusong retreat to the sea.

The core position was the defense area of the city center, that is, the garrison’s last line of stubborn resistance. It used the tall buildings of the city center as strong strongpoints of resistance. For example, south of Suzhou Creek the Park Hotel, the HSBC Bank, the Customs House and the Hardoon apartments, and north of Suzhou Creek the Sihang Warehouse, the former Garrison Command building, Broadway Mansions, the Continental Bank and the North Station building, all became strongpoints of the Nationalist Shanghai garrison. Heavy firepower was placed on these tall buildings to block from commanding heights. Between the buildings, concrete pillboxes were built, and at the main crossings of the streets sandbags were piled up and obstacles such as wooden horses and iron caltrops were laid. This position was defended by the 21st Army, the 99th Division and other units, and by the Communications Police general corps.

In each position system, the outer position and the main position were the key to resistance. Therefore every stubbornly resisting strongpoint was composed of group works. The main position was about 3,000 meters from the urban area, and within the depth between them there were more than 3,800 steel-reinforced concrete pillbox groups, dense, one linked to the next. Behind the main position there were many crossing positions and countless satellite positions. These pillboxes, large and small, numbered more than 10,000, and around each pillbox there were also electrified fences, bamboo stakes, mines, water ditches and so on.

Besides the above deployments, there was also the coordination of special-arms units. First was the coordination of the artillery: the Shanghai garrison had 5 artillery regiments, with a total of about 500 guns of various calibers large and small, of which more than 130 were howitzers and heavier guns above field guns, and on average 5 guns per kilometer of front were placed in front of the positions, forming a net of fire. Next, the air force had increased from the original 2 groups to 4 groups, and the aircraft from 86 to more than 140; these aircraft were divided daily into 3 waves, bombing in rotation day and night without a pause, cooperating with the ground forces in operations. A large quantity of flares was also kept ready to prevent PLA night attacks. The Navy’s 1st Fleet, in coordination with the Wusong fortress, ensured the safety of the retreat route at the mouth of the Wusong and, when necessary, was to cooperate with the infantry on the two wings at Gaoqiao and Wusong. There were also more than 100 armored cars and more than 100 tanks, used as the general reserve.

(2) The General Front Committee’s preparations for the assault on the city and operational plan

In the PLA’s Yangtze River Crossing Campaign, it was still the General Front Committee set up during the Huai-Hai Campaign (composed of Liu Bocheng, Chen Yi, Deng Xiaoping, Su Yu and Tan Zhenlin) that exercised unified leadership and directed the operations of the Second and Third Field Armies. After the liberation of Nanjing and the major victory in pursuing and annihilating the retreating Nationalist troops, it would have been entirely possible to advance in the wake of victory and liberate Shanghai at once, but the General Front Committee proposed to the Central Military Commission that the liberation of Shanghai be postponed for the time being, holding that “if our Party and our army hastily enter a large city without suitable preparation, we will certainly fall into a very passive position.” The General Front Committee asked for a slower advance on Shanghai, having considered three aspects of the problem: first, to be able both to annihilate the Nationalist garrison quickly and entirely and to keep the city of Shanghai intact, to the benefit of later construction; second, to be able to maintain the economic and social stability of the city of Shanghai; and third, in occupying Shanghai to avoid direct friction and confrontation with the Western countries.

Administering a city as large as Shanghai is work that is both complex and delicate. As regards the preparation of cadres, the East China Bureau of the CCP Central Committee, in order to coordinate with the Third Field Army in liberating and taking over Shanghai, had specially prepared more than 3,000 cadres before the Yangtze crossing. But because the PLA advanced swiftly and the Nationalist army unexpectedly collapsed very quickly, the cadres prepared by the East China Bureau did not keep up, so that when the PLA was about to enter Shanghai most of the cadres meant to take part in the takeover were still north of the Yangtze. It was therefore necessary to pause somewhat and wait for the local cadres to catch up rapidly. On the questions of drawing up policy and of study, the General Front Committee also attached the greatest importance. In order to draw up the policy for taking over Shanghai and study concrete measures, the General Front Committee in the first few days of May gathered experts and scholars of every kind at Danyang, and specially drew up the “Rules for Entering the City” and “Common Knowledge of the City,” and required commanders and fighters and the cadres taking over the city to study them earnestly and repeatedly. Against the possibility of Nationalist secret agents sabotaging construction in the city when the PLA entered and occupied Shanghai, the East China Bureau specially drew up a takeover plan and measures of vigilance, and raised large quantities of grain and coal; the underground Party organization of the CCP in Shanghai secretly organized large numbers of pickets to protect factories and schools and to guard the people’s property. All this made full preparation for the liberation and takeover of Shanghai.

In order to carry out the Outline for the Implementation of the Nanjing–Shanghai–Hangzhou Campaign, the General Front Committee further defined clearly the operational tasks of the two great field armies in the present situation. After the Second Field Army had cut the Zhejiang–Jiangxi railway line, part of its units rested and consolidated on the spot and at the same time took on the task of watching the Bai Chongxi army group of the Nationalists in the direction of Central China, to ensure the safety of the Third Field Army’s flank and so assist the operation to liberate Shanghai; another part of its units cooperated with the operations of the advance army group of the Fourth Field Army and took part in the operations to liberate Nanchang and Jiujiang. The 7th Army Group of the Third Field Army, using part of its forces, took on the garrison of Hangzhou and the control of such areas as Yuhang and Xiaoshan; the 22nd Army advanced toward Ningbo and Fenghua, and the 21st Army advanced toward the Yiwu, Jinhua and Wenzhou area, cooperating with the Second Field Army in operations along the Zhejiang–Jiangxi line. The 23rd Army was transferred to the command of the 9th Army Group to take part in the operation to liberate Shanghai. The 24th and 34th Armies of the 8th Army Group took on the garrison of the city of Nanjing and the control of such areas as Zhenjiang and Jurong, and the 25th Army carried out opening-up work at Guangde, Langxi, Lishui, Jintan and other places. Afterward the 25th Army was transferred to the command of the 10th Army Group to take part in the campaign to liberate Shanghai.

(3) The Third Field Army’s operational plan

The task of liberating Shanghai was borne jointly by the 9th Army Group and the 10th Army Group of the Third Field Army. At this time the 9th Army Group commanded the 22nd, 27th, 30th and 31st Armies and the 23rd Army, which later joined the order of battle, 5 armies in all, and also the special-arms 4th Artillery Regiment. The 10th Army Group commanded the 28th, 29th, 26th and 33rd Armies and the 25th Army, which later joined the Shanghai operation, 5 armies in all. Because the Nationalists took the Huxi northwest as the key defense sector, the PLA’s special-arms 5th and 6th Artillery Regiments and 1 engineer battalion were also placed under the command of that army group.

In accordance with the operational principle fixed by the front command of annihilating the main force of the Shanghai garrison in the outer area, Chen Yi, commander and political commissar of the Third Field Army, and Su Yu, deputy commander, resolved first to divide their forces into two routes and, with 2 assault army groups from the east and west directions respectively, adopt a pincer offensive and turn by the two wings, Pudong and Puxi, onto the mouth of the Wusong, to cut off the enemy’s retreat by sea, and then to encircle and attack the urban area and split and annihilate the garrison. The deployment was as follows: Ye Fei and Chen Qingxian were responsible for commanding the western route, the 10th Army Group, with the 26th, 28th, 29th and 33rd Armies and part of the artillery of the special-arms column, advancing to the attack from Changshu and Suzhou toward Kunshan, Taicang and Jiading, thrusting straight to Wusong and Baoshan, blockading the mouth of the Huangpu River and cutting the Shanghai garrison’s sea passage, and afterward attacking the urban area from the northwest. Song Shilun, Guo Huaruo and Qin Jian were responsible for commanding the eastern route, the 9th Army Group, with the 20th, 27th, 30th and 31st Armies and part of the artillery of the special-arms column, using 2 armies to turn by way of Nanxun, Wujiang and other places to Pudong and advance to the attack toward Fengxian, Nanhui and Chuansha, closing up on Gaoqiao and, together with the 10th Army Group, blockading the mouth of the Wusong; in addition, 2 armies were to assemble south of Songjiang and at and east of Jiaxing, to take the mouth of the Wusong and Qingpu as opportunity offered, after which this army group would attack the urban area of Shanghai from the east, south and west in concert with the 10th Army Group.



II. Course of Operations

After the attack order of the Third Field Army Headquarters was issued, the units used a little more than a day to make the necessary mobilization and preparations, and on the night of the 12th marched on Shanghai, drawing up the curtain on the Shanghai Campaign. According to the course of operations, the Shanghai Campaign divided into 2 phases. From the night of May 12 to the afternoon of the 24th was the outer-area operations phase; from the evening of the 24th to 9:00 on the morning of the 27th was the phase of the general assault on Shanghai.

(1) Outer-area operations

On the night of May 12 the Shanghai Campaign was launched. The units of the Third Field Army attacked the Shanghai outer garrison separately. That night the 10th Army Group took Kunshan, Taicang, Jiading, Liuhe and other places, and by the 14th the 9th Army Group had also successively taken Pinghu, Jinshanwei, Fengxian, Nanhui, Songjiang, Qingpu and other places and closed up on Chuansha, threatening the Shanghai garrison’s sea passage and Gaoqiao, the key point of the Pudong defense. Tang Enbo was forced to draw the 51st Army out of the urban area to Bailonggang and the Linjia wharf area to strengthen the defense.

After easily taking Kunshan, Taicang, Jiading, Liuhe and other places, the 10th Army Group continued with the tactic of vigorous advance and infiltration to attack Yuepu, Yanghang and Liuhang. The garrison’s 52nd Army resisted stubbornly relying on numerous groups of steel-reinforced concrete pillboxes, and carried out counterattacks in succession under cover of tanks and armored cars. The Nationalist navy and air force sent out ship guns and aircraft to assist the fighting, and carried out fierce bombing and strafing of the PLA’s positions. On the 15th Tang Enbo again transferred the 21st Army and the 99th Division from the urban area to Yuepu, Yanghang and Liuhang to strengthen the defense, so that the fighting in Puxi became still fiercer. The PLA’s assault units, from underestimating the enemy and impatience, had underestimated the garrison’s strong works and fighting strength and attacked with the tactic of mobile surprise assault, and so paid the price of more than 8,000 casualties but made slow progress.

After learning of the above situation, the General Front Committee and the Front Committee of the Third Field Army promptly instructed the attacking units to change their tactics, and issued to the units very concrete tactical instructions for assaulting fortifications, pointing out that the attack on the garrison’s permanently fortified positions should be organized prudently, with great care and thoroughly. After clearing the garrison’s outer area, in the attack on the main position, there should be close reconnaissance, selecting the garrison’s salients or the junctions between units and the weaker garrison elements, attacking them, driving wedges into the depth of the garrison, and then striking from the garrison’s flanks and rear, or from inside outward, tearing apart the garrison’s defensive system; forces should be concentrated (carrying out suppressive fire and destructive fire) to bombard one point, using explosives to destroy the garrison’s steel-reinforced concrete works, attacking in rotation without stopping. In this way the garrison would be unable to reorganize its defense, and one could further avoid the fire blockade the garrison had already ranged; with communication-trench work, close up on the garrison and attack in pincer fashion, striving to annihilate the garrison within its positions; bring into play the spirit of lone-hero attack and defense and the power of demolition, using explosives to open the way for the charge; and, together with annihilating the garrison’s counterattack units, carry out education in fighting tanks and armored cars, correct the methods of mass attack and mass defense, and reduce unnecessary casualties.

In accordance with the instructions of the General Front Committee and the leaders of the Third Field Army, the units from the 15th on earnestly summed up the experience and lessons of the previous stage of operations, adjusted their deployments, changed their tactics, organized carefully, dug communication trenches to approach the pillboxes, attacked in rotation with small-group actions, fought steadily and surely, and took the pillboxes one by one, which reduced casualties and speeded up the course of the operation; the 29th Army of the 10th Army Group fought into the streets of Yuepu that same day. After clearing the remnants of the Nationalist garrison at Liuhang, the 28th Army on the 19th took the International Radio Station and surrounded Yanghang. The 31st Army took Zhoupu on the 16th and annihilated more than 2,200 of the garrison. The 30th Army of the 9th Army Group took Chuansha on the 15th. At dawn on the 17th the 30th Army, in the Bailonggang area, annihilated the garrison’s 51st Army and 8th Division, capturing nearly 8,000 men including Army Commander Wang Bingyue. On the 18th the 9th Army Group compressed the garrison’s 12th Army into the Gaoqiao area. By the 19th it had taken such places as Yicangqiao, Xujiazhai and Jinjiaqiao east and south of Gaoqiao, and Qingning Temple beside the Huangpu River, forming with the 10th Army Group a posture of pincer attack on the mouth of the Wusong. Tang Enbo was forced to transfer the 95th Division of the 75th Army to reinforce Gaoqiao in order to secure the passage to the sea at the mouth of the Wusong, and the two sides fought a fierce contest at Gaoqiao. On the 22nd, Tang Enbo transferred the whole of the 75th Army to reinforce Gaoqiao and, relying on the favorable conditions of the area, which borders the river and the sea, is ringed by water on three sides and has narrow terrain, made frequent counterattacks in coordination with the navy and air force. He himself moved to a warship outside the mouth of the Wusong in order to command his troops in a retreat by sea, and only a few units were left to defend the urban area of Shanghai.

On the afternoon of the 23rd, the long-range artillery of the special-arms column of the Third Field Army shelled the Nationalist naval vessels on the sea northeast of Gaoqiao and hit 7 ships, the rest fleeing. This blockaded the sea east of Gaoqiao, compressed the garrison’s main force into the areas on the two sides of the mouth of the Wusong, and created favorable conditions for taking the urban area and annihilating the garrison entirely.

After 10 days of outer-area operations, the Nationalist 51st and 123rd Armies and most of the provisionally organized 8th Division were annihilated, more than 20,000 men were captured, the garrison’s outer position and part of the main position were taken, and the garrison was forced to draw more troops from the urban area to the areas on the two sides of the mouth of the Wusong, leaving the forces in its urban area still emptier, which created favorable conditions for drawing the garrison’s urban-area units out into the suburbs to be annihilated and for attacking the urban area. However, attacking only from the two wings, the area was narrow and the troops could not easily deploy; each point attacked took a rather long time and was hard to settle in a short time, while the garrison could concentrate its strength and hold firm. The CCP Central Military Commission, in view of the fact that the East China Bureau’s preparatory work for taking over Shanghai had been basically completed, and that the armed uprising brewing in Shanghai had miscarried because its leader Zhang Quan and others were arrested and killed, so that the possibility of a peaceful solution for Shanghai had clearly decreased, began to consider, and finally decided on, a general assault on Shanghai.

(2) The general assault on Shanghai

On May 21 the Third Field Army issued the Attack Order for the Songhu Campaign. To strengthen the force attacking the urban area, the Third Field Army transferred in addition the 23rd Army of the 7th Army Group, the 25th Army of the 8th Army Group, and 2 battalions each of the 1st and 3rd Artillery Regiments of the special-arms column, together with the 2nd Regiment and the tank regiment, which respectively reinforced and were attached to the 9th and 10th Army Groups, raising the participating units to 10 armies, 30 divisions, nearly 400,000 men. On the 23rd, when the Third Field Army learned that Tang Enbo had led part of his forces to flee onto warships outside the mouth of the Wusong, and that only 5 Communications Police general corps were left in the urban area south of Suzhou Creek, it judged that the Nationalist army was about to evacuate Shanghai and decided to launch the general assault on Shanghai that same night. The deployment was: the 25th, 28th, 29th and 33rd Armies were to continue attacking the Yanghang and Yuepu area; the 30th and 31st Armies were to continue to attack and annihilate the Gaoqiao garrison; the 26th Army was to drive a wedge into the Jiangwan, Dachang and Zhenru area and develop into depth; and the 20th, 23rd and 27th Armies were to attack the urban area south of Suzhou Creek.

On the night of May 23 the general assault on Shanghai began. The 20th, 23rd, 26th and 27th Armies and other units began to attack the urban area. On the 24th the 20th Army took the Pudong urban area, and the garrison’s 37th Army fled west; the 27th Army took Hongqiao Town, Longhua Town and the Longhua airfield, and Xujiahui station; the 23rd Army advanced to the Longhua area; the 29th Army that night took the heights on the south outskirts of Yuepu and on the morning of the 24th beat back 4 counterattacks by the garrison. The 28th Army closed up on Wusong and shelled the Wusong wharf.

At this time Tang Enbo and his headquarters, who had boarded ship on the 18th to prepare to flee, seeing that the general situation was lost, on the one hand transferred the 6th Division of the 75th Army from Gaoqiao back to the Yuepu direction to strengthen the defense and so secure Wusong, and on the other commanded the main force north of Suzhou Creek to contract toward Wusong, preparing to retreat by sea.

On the 24th itself, the leaders of the Third Field Army finally ascertained that the Nationalist garrison had begun a general retreat, and at once ordered all units to launch pursuit, to drive boldly into the depth of the garrison, and to intercept and annihilate the fleeing enemy in separate pieces.

On the evening of the 24th the 23rd Army from Longhua, the 27th Army from Xujiahui and Fanhuangdu, and the main force of the 20th Army, crossing the Huangpu River westward from Gaochangmiao, entered the urban area by separate routes. The units leaped forward rapidly by many routes, infiltrated boldly, enveloped by turning movements, drove straight into every street, and seized street-corner fortresses and building fire points. By dawn on the 25th they had taken complete control of the urban area south of Suzhou Creek, and then continued fierce attacks along the whole line. When the 27th Army reached the south bank of Suzhou Creek, the garrison, relying on the tall buildings of the north bank blocked fire from commanding positions, sealing with a dense net of fire the river surface, about 30 meters wide, and the riverside road on the south bank. Since heavy weapons could not be used to suppress the garrison’s fire, the assault units attacked for 4 hours, suffering heavy casualties and making no progress at all, and the two sides were locked in a standoff. Some commanders and fighters asked to use artillery fire in the assault; Nie Fengzhi, commander of the 27th Army, went personally to the front to convene an emergency enlarged meeting of the army Party committee, which made an emergency decision, reaffirming the prohibition of any use of heavy weapons, but requiring a change in tactical means, avoiding frontal forcible assault, and attacking the garrison from the flank and rear by enveloping tactics, from west to east along the north bank of Suzhou Creek; and, on the other hand, launching a powerful political offensive, cooperating closely with the underground Party in Shanghai and taking advantage of the confusion and internal contradictions of the Nationalist garrison, to win over and force it to lay down its arms.

After the meeting, the 27th Army, through the underground Party, established contact with Liu Changyi, deputy commander of the Nationalist Songhu Garrison and concurrently commander of the Northern Army Group and commander of the 51st Army; after efforts to win him over, Liu Changyi at dawn on the 26th led the remnants of the 21st, 51st and 123rd Armies and 4 Communications Police general corps, more than 40,000 men in all, to withdraw to the Jiangwan and Dachang area and surrendered to the PLA.

From late on the night of the 25th to the early morning of the 26th the 27th Army crossed Suzhou Creek in the area from west of the Mint to Yong’an Bridge, and rapidly took over the defense of the Nationalist 51st Army’s positions. On the afternoon of the 26th it took the railway station and annihilated part each of the 37th Army and the Communications Police general corps.

After Liu Changyi’s surrender, the Shanghai garrison one after another stopped resisting, and some Nationalist troops who refused to surrender were also rapidly annihilated. On the night of the 25th the 26th Army of the 10th Army Group took Dachang and Jiangwan, and at dawn on the 26th took Zhenru. On the morning of the 26th the 20th Army annihilated the garrison holding the Shaoxing Native-Place Association and the Railway Administration Bureau. Toward evening on the 26th the 27th Army forced the garrison holding the General Post Office and Broadway Mansions to surrender. At dawn on the 27th the 23rd Army took the Nationalist Songhu Garrison Command. By the morning of the 27th the Nationalist troops north of Suzhou Creek and west of Jiulong Road had all been cleared.

The units in the east and west lines that were attacking Wusong in pincer fashion in the outer area also made smooth progress. At dawn on the 26th the 30th and 31st Armies annihilated the whole of the garrison in the Gaoqiao area, capturing more than 5,000 men. They then took Sanchagang and Jiangxinzhou, occupied the whole Pudong area, and sealed the mouth of the Huangpu River with heavy guns. At the same time the 25th, 29th, 28th and 33rd Armies in Puxi took Baoshan, Yanghang and other places, capturing more than 8,000 men. By this point the Shanghai Nationalist garrison’s retreat by sea was completely blocked.

At 15:00 on the 27th the last Nationalist unit in Shanghai, more than 8,000 men of the 230th Division of the 21st Army, surrendered to the PLA in the Yangshupu area in the northeast corner, and the Shanghai Campaign ended there. In the Shanghai Campaign, apart from Tang Enbo, who fled in warships with 50,000 men, the Third Field Army annihilated the whole of the Nationalist 51st and 37th Armies and 5 Communications Police general corps and most of the 123rd, 21st, 12th, 75th and 52nd Armies, more than 153,000 men in all; captured 1,370 guns of various kinds, 119 tanks and armored cars, 1,161 motor vehicles and 11 naval vessels.

During the campaign the main force of the Second Field Army controlled the line of the Zhejiang–Jiangxi railway, and the main force of the 7th Army Group of the Third Field Army liberated Ningbo, Wenzhou and other places in eastern Zhejiang, effectively supporting the operation to take Shanghai. The takeover personnel of the Shanghai Military Control Commission followed up promptly and, with the close cooperation of the CCP’s underground organization in Shanghai and the enthusiastic assistance of the people, carried out the takeover work in an orderly way. The garrison units carried out strict guard measures, and the workers’ factory-protection teams actively protected their factories, protecting the safety of the lives and property of the people. The PLA carried out city policy and discipline in exemplary fashion, sleeping in the streets, not entering civilian houses, declining gifts, and protecting overseas Chinese and foreign nationals, and by practical conduct expanded the political influence of the Chinese Communist Party and the Chinese People’s Liberation Army.



III. Case Analysis

The Shanghai Campaign has many experiences and lessons worth summing up, especially, for offensive operations against a large city, both to seize the city and to preserve it, which required that the employment of tactics be flexible and very prudent.

(1) Correctly carrying out the campaign guideline of both seizing the city and preserving it

Before the Shanghai Campaign the Central Military Commission and the General Front Committee instructed many times that Shanghai was a metropolis famous throughout the world, that on the eve of returning to the embrace of the people it must on no account be destroyed at the hands of the PLA, and that at every moment they must think of the 5,000,000 people of Shanghai and of the fact that Shanghai had a modern industry and commerce that would be a backbone force of national construction after the founding of the new China. The units assaulting the city carried out this fundamental guiding thought very well. First, all the units strove in the outer-area operations to annihilate more of the Nationalist troops and not let them flee into the city, which embodied the General Front Committee’s operational intention of annihilating the enemy’s effective strength in the outer area. Second, in operations in the urban area they used artillery as little as possible, so as to reduce destruction. For example, when the 27th Army attacked toward the north bank of Suzhou Creek it was suppressed by the fire of the garrison along the bank and suffered heavy casualties, but Nie Fengzhi, army commander, went personally to the front and repeatedly instructed the troops to use artillery as little as possible or not at all; although some commanders, seeing the troops’ casualties increase, had feelings about it, all strictly carried out this principle, and the citizens were deeply moved by this spirit of “forgetting oneself to serve the people.” Third, a political offensive of breaking up, persuading to surrender and forcing to surrender was carried out against the Shanghai garrison, reducing casualties in the fighting. All the units combined military blows with political break-up very well, taking advantage of the moment when the garrison’s retreat had been cut and its morale was low to carry out the political offensive and force it to surrender, which reduced destruction by fire in the assault fighting and reduced damage to the city.

(2) Flexible employment of tactics in the assault on the city

Because Shanghai differed greatly from the medium and small cities the PLA had already taken, past experience in assaulting cities could not fully meet the requirements of seizing Shanghai. In operations it was therefore necessary to employ new tactics according to the new situation, and the Third Field Army constantly summed up and improved its tactics in the course of the operations and obtained good results. When the units launched their attack on the urban area, in view of the confusion in the garrison’s command and its eagerness to flee, the units boldly adopted the tactics of “rapid leaps forward, bold infiltration and enveloping encirclement,” speeded up the rate of attack, first encircled and split the enemy, and then annihilated him one by one. In order to speed up the rate of attack, they changed the city-combat practice of contesting house by house and building by building and taking one lane after another, and drove rapidly into depth and controlled the vital objectives. This reduced entanglement with the garrison, and not only speeded up the advance but also forced the garrison holding temporary works at street corners and in buildings to surrender, unable to resist or to retreat. In operations in the urban area, at first the troops still followed the methods used in taking medium and small cities in the past, posting sentries along the streets and fighting while occupying, with the result that they fought along one stretch and thinned out along it, and the attacking force was seriously insufficient. Afterward this practice was changed: the assault units concentrated their strength in the attack and no longer posted sentries, and instead the local Party organizations had workers stand guard and post lookouts to maintain order, which ensured the assault units sufficient strength. In the fighting at Suzhou Creek, the daytime attack met resistance from the Nationalist defenders relying on favorable terrain and features and suffered heavy casualties; in a situation where artillery could not be used, the army Party committee decided to change the tactic of forcible assault by day and, waiting for night, to use the darkness to turn from the west suburbs to the north of the creek, and so broke the garrison’s defense. Because tactics could be employed flexibly, the smooth development of the attack was ensured.

(3) Strictly carrying out city policy and discipline

Strictly carrying out city policy and discipline was of great significance for taking Shanghai and consolidating the victory. After the troops fought their way into the city, the commanders and fighters of the whole army strictly carried out the “Eight Articles of the Covenant” and various other relevant regulations, set an example in observing city policy and diplomatic discipline, and won the sincere love and wide praise of the people of Shanghai. After the troops entered the urban area, in order not to disturb the common people, command posts at every level from army to battalion were all set up in the streets. Commanders and fighters, after hard fighting, rested by the roadside in the daytime and at night slept in the open on both sides of the streets in the rain in their clothes. Faced with the raincoats, oilcloth and other rain gear in many warehouses and shops, the commanders and fighters would rather be rained on and took none of it. When mess utensils were short, the commanders and fighters insisted on using steel helmets and tin cans to hold their food, even grabbing rice with their hands, and did not use the citizens’ utensils. In order to maintain the financial order, the troops consciously spent no money on shopping, and even their meals were cooked in the suburbs and brought into the city; the broad body of PLA commanders and fighters also brought into play the spirit of class fraternity and a high degree of humanitarian spirit, and many times rescued the masses on the firing line. The noble conduct of the Third Field Army in observing discipline and loving the people deeply moved the people of Shanghai, and so won the strong support of the masses.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)





38. The Lanzhou Campaign of the First Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army


(1949.8.21–8.26)




Case Summary

The Lanzhou Campaign was an important decisive battle fought by the Chinese People’s Liberation Army against the Nationalist army on the Northwest battlefield, and was also the largest-scale city-assault operation on the Northwest battlefield. The 2nd and 19th Army Groups of the First Field Army, with preparation insufficient, were ineffective in operations against the outer area of Lanzhou and on the contrary suffered rather heavy casualties. Afterward, after full preparation, the assault operation was launched again. The units carried out the principles of continuous operations and flexible operations, took the outer key points after repeated contests, and, exploiting the victory, assaulted into the city and took Lanzhou. In this battle 27,000 Nationalist defenders were annihilated; together with the operations fought at the same time within the territory of Qinghai, it opened the gateway for advancing into Xinjiang and Ningxia and hastened the liberation of the whole Northwest.



I. Pre-War Situation

In order to speed up the pace of liberating the Northwest, the CCP Central Military Commission and the First Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army resolved to take Lanzhou and Xining, using 2 armies of the 19th Army Group together with the 2nd Army Group to launch the Lanzhou Campaign, annihilate the main force of Ma Bufang’s army of the Nationalists, and so open the passage for the advance westward.

(1) The CCP Central Military Commission and the First Field Army resolve to take Lanzhou and Xining

In April 1949 the First Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army turned to the strategic offensive of liberating the Great Northwest. On May 20 Xi’an was liberated; on July 10 the Fufeng–Meixian Campaign was launched, annihilating the main force of Hu Zongnan’s army that had been entrenched in the Northwest. The Nationalist regional warlords of the Northwest, Ma Bufang’s army with Qinghai as its old lair and Ma Hongkui’s army with Ningxia as its old lair, in order to preserve their strength and avoid the fate of being annihilated, then hurriedly withdrew north to the east-Gansu (Longdong) area. Fearing the PLA’s powerful offensive and beset by the various contradictions between the “two Mas,” Ma Bufang’s plan for a decisive battle at Pingliang went bankrupt; Ma Hongkui’s army fell back to hold Ningxia, while Ma Bufang’s army, with its 4 main-force armies and the newly formed cavalry army, more than 90,000 men in all, fell back to hold the Lanzhou, Lintao, Jingyuan and Jingtai area, intending to rely on the favorable terrain and strong works in and around Lanzhou to wear down the main strength of the First Field Army, and then to have Ma Hongkui’s army, under the Deputy Administrator of the Northwest Military and Political Administration, and the 4 armies of Hu Zongnan, Director of the Xi’an “Pacification Headquarters,” attack the PLA’s flanks and rear respectively, defeat the PLA’s offensive, and frustrate the PLA outside Lanzhou, dreaming that in a situation where the Nationalist defeat was already settled it might fight a turn-the-tables battle, thereby attaining its aim of holding the Northwest firmly and screening the Southwest. At the same time it also fixed a second plan of falling back to hold Xining, in order to preserve its strength, should the situation turn unfavorable.

Ma Bufang intended to fight a decisive battle with the First Field Army at Lanzhou; the CCP Central Military Commission and the leaders of the First Field Army likewise resolved to concentrate forces and first annihilate Ma Bufang’s army, the most stubborn of the Nationalist army in the Northwest. At that time Peng Dehuai, commander and political commissar of the First Field Army, was worried that Ma Bufang’s army would flee back to its old lair in Qinghai, which would cause serious difficulties for the PLA’s advancing operations and would inevitably prolong the time needed to liberate the whole Northwest; although fighting at Lanzhou would be an arduous assault, the operational conditions there were still more favorable than in Qinghai, and so Peng Dehuai hoped for a decisive battle at Lanzhou.

The First Field Army, in accordance with the spirit of Mao Zedong’s instruction The Guideline for Resolving the Enemy Forces in the Northwest, established the operational guideline of striving for a decisive battle with Ma Bufang’s army at Lanzhou and strictly preventing it from fleeing back to Qinghai. On August 4, Peng Dehuai, in accordance with the CCP Central Military Commission’s strategic deployment for advancing throughout the country, issued the operational order to take Lanzhou and Xining, resolving to concentrate superior forces to annihilate the main force of Ma Bufang’s army in the Lanzhou area and to speed up the process of liberating the Great Northwest. Around the 10th, the army groups began to advance to the attack toward Lanzhou and Xining from the east-Gansu area. On the 16th the 19th Army Group took Dingxi, the 2nd Army Group took Yuzhong, and the 1st Army Group took Lintao. On the 20th the main force of the 1st Army Group crossed the Tao River westward, drove straight on Linxia, and advanced toward Xining. On the same day the 2nd and 19th Army Groups (less the 64th Army) reached the outer area of Lanzhou and converged to attack Lanzhou. By this point Ma Bufang’s army, the Lanzhou garrison, was already in the PLA’s encirclement; its two wings could not send troops out, its main force did not dare leave Lanzhou, Hu Zongnan’s army had sent no reinforcements, and the relief army group of Ma Hongkui’s army, held in check by the 64th Army of the 19th Army Group, halted with its advance units in the area north of Haiyuan and advanced no further; Ma Bufang’s originally planned decisive battle at Lanzhou had in fact become Ma Bufang’s army holding Lanzhou as an isolated army under siege.

(2) The deployment of the Lanzhou garrison

Lanzhou was the political and military center of the Nationalist forces in the Northwest, and also the hub of the four provinces of Qinghai, Ningxia, Gansu and Xinjiang. The city of Lanzhou is ringed by mountains on the east, west and south and borders the Yellow River on the north; the terrain is precipitous, easy to defend and hard to attack. Nanshan, in the southern suburb of the city, is composed of such highlands as Shenjialing, Gouwashan, Yingpanling and Majiashan, with steep mountain forms and criss-crossing gullies, forming a natural screen. The urban area of Lanzhou had a population of 200,000; because of long rule and propaganda by the Nationalists, the people, although inwardly longing for liberation, knew little about the PLA and their enthusiasm for supporting it was not high. Facing the decisive battle at Lanzhou, Ma Bufang further tightened the suppression of the people inside the city, organized a City Defense Garrison Command, and spread plainclothes secret agents throughout the city, restricting the masses’ freedom of residence and movement.

Ma Bufang’s army held Lanzhou with 2 main-force armies, nearly 50,000 men. Of these, the elite 100th, 248th and 190th Divisions of the 82nd Army defended the 3 main positions of Nanshan, Majiashan, Yingpanling and Shenjialing; the 129th Army defended the Donggang Town and Qilidong area; and the “Northwest Military and Political Administration” and the 8th Cavalry Division were located on the north bank of the Yellow River. The 357th Division of the 129th Army (comprising 2 infantry regiments, 1 cavalry regiment, and the artillery, special service, engineer and other companies directly under the division) organized the defense in the area of Xiaoxihu, Qilihe and Shilidian, to secure its right flank and, when necessary, to be able to use mobile forces to cooperate with the 190th Division of the 82nd Army in the defensive operations on the Shenjialing and Gouwashan positions.

The Lanzhou garrison, because of long education in Ma Bufang’s so-called “nationalism,” had a certain stubbornness. The officers and men of the units were all local people, good at mountain warfare and mobile warfare, with infantry and cavalry coordinating tacitly. But the Lanzhou garrison had not fought any large regular battle, had little battlefield experience, and had poor ability to respond to changes.

Shenjialing and Gouwashan outside the city of Lanzhou were the natural screen of Lanzhou’s West Gate area, with permanent works built over many years, with fortresses densely placed, gullies criss-crossing and a precipitous situation. In front of each key defensive point the slopes had been artificially cut into steep walls 6 to 9 meters high, outside which 3 to 4 outer moats about 8 meters wide and more than 1.5 meters deep had been built; abatis were laid at the bottom of the moats and mines and barbed wire were laid on both sides of the moats. Seen from a distance the outer moats could not be seen, and only on closing up on the works could the deep trenches be discovered. The pillboxes were cast of concrete or built of brick; the core works were linked by communication trenches to low pillboxes that ringed the main pillbox lengthwise and crosswise, forming crossfire in three dimensions.



II. Course of Operations

After the 2nd and 19th Army Groups surrounded Lanzhou, they launched attacks on the outer key points, but suffered rather heavy casualties because preparation was insufficient. They therefore adjusted the operational deployment and prepared to take Lanzhou by the tactics of forcible assault.

(1) Setback in the outer-area operations

Because the main force of Ma Bufang’s army had made a long retreat without fighting along the Xi(an)–Lan(zhou) road, and the PLA also possessed powerful artillery superior to the Nationalist troops, the troops developed a certain degree of underestimation of the enemy; and at the same time, judging that Ma Bufang’s army might abandon Lanzhou and fearing to miss the opportunity, they launched the attack on the Lanzhou garrison on the day after reaching Lanzhou (the 21st) without full preparation. After fierce fighting that lasted all day, not a single position was taken and casualties were heavy. Commander Peng Dehuai at once instructed the units to halt the attack for the time being, sum up experience and lessons, improve their tactics and adjust their deployment. The garrison, seeing that the First Field Army units’ first attack had been blocked, trumpeted its victory loudly, its arrogance rampant.

The 1st Army Group, advancing on westward from Lintao, took Linxia on the 22nd, increasing the threat to the right flank of the Lanzhou garrison and forcing Ma Bufang to draw the 8th and 14th Cavalry Divisions from Lanzhou back to Xining for its defense, so that the garrison force at Lanzhou was somewhat weakened.

(2) Carrying out the assault operation

After analysis of the enemy situation, the leaders of the First Field Army held that Yingpanling, Shenjialing and Majiashan in the outer area of Lanzhou were the key points of the garrison’s defensive system, that the east and west wings were comparatively weak, that Ma Bufang had divided his troops among the defenses and had no reserve in the city, and that the Yellow River Iron Bridge was the garrison’s only line of retreat; to take Lanzhou the Nanshan positions must be taken first, and the key to annihilating the garrison entirely was to seize the Yellow River Iron Bridge. They resolved to concentrate the main force of the 2nd Army Group first to annihilate the garrison at Yingpanling and Shenjialing and then to develop the attack toward the West Gate of the city; to use part of the 2nd Army Group’s force to make a turning movement to the area west of Qilihe and, attacking from west to east in coordination with the frontal attack, after succeeding to develop the attack toward Qilihe, advance east along the south bank of the Yellow River to seize the Yellow River Iron Bridge, and, when opportunity offered in the Qilihe area, cross the Yellow River northward to attack and annihilate the garrison at Shilidian; and to use the 19th Army Group to attack such positions as Majiashan and Guchengling and then develop the attack toward the East Gate.

After full preparation, the units assaulting the city launched the attack on Lanzhou again at dawn on the 25th. After continuous assaults on the fortifications and repeated contests, fighting fiercely until dusk, the 2nd Army Group first took the main positions of Shenjialing, Upper and Lower Gouwashan, and Yingpanling, and the 19th Army Group took such key points as Majiashan and Guchengling. After the PLA took the main positions of Nanshan, the garrison suffered heavy casualties and retreated in disorder along the whole line toward the urban area of Lanzhou, and the attacking units pursued in the wake of victory.



III. Case Analysis

The Lanzhou Campaign was a large-scale city-assault operation on the Northwest battlefield; together with the operations fought at the same time within the territory of Qinghai, more than 42,000 Nationalist troops were annihilated in all, so that the main force of the Nationalists in the Northwest lost more than half, and in particular the gateway for advancing into Xinjiang and Ningxia was opened, which hastened the liberation of the whole Northwest.

(1) Timely adjustment of the campaign deployment ensured the attainment of the campaign aim

In the first-phase operations in the outer area, because of underestimation of the enemy and insufficient preparation, the attack was launched in haste, and not only failed to take the garrison’s outer key points but suffered rather heavy casualties. The leaders of the First Field Army at once ordered the attack stopped, adjusted the deployment, and made preparations for an assault operation. After earnest analysis and study of the enemy situation, terrain and preparations, it was ensured that after the attack was launched again the key points would be taken, the Yellow River Iron Bridge controlled, and the units then drive on into the urban area in the wake of victory. In the Lanzhou Campaign, therefore, timely adjustment of the operational deployment was the key measure that ensured the smooth progress of the campaign, and embodied the flexibility of campaign command.

(2) Attacking the weak points and striking the vital places ensured the breaking through of the strong defensive system

After the initial attack of August 21, the units assaulting the city ascertained further that the garrison’s defensive emphasis was the Nanshan positions, that the east and west wings were comparatively weak, and that the Yellow River Iron Bridge near the West Gate was the garrison’s only line of retreat. Therefore, if a breakthrough could be made on the garrison’s defensive right flank and the Yellow River Iron Bridge seized, not only could the garrison’s whole defensive system be shaken, but its retreat could also be cut off and the garrison surrounded, so as to achieve the aim of annihilating the garrison entirely. Accordingly the attacking units took the east and west wings as the breakthrough points and attacked each key point, and by swift and sudden action took the West Gate, controlled and occupied the iron bridge, and gripped the garrison’s throat. Apart from a small part that fled, most of the garrison was annihilated in the city, and the intended campaign objective was basically achieved.

(3) Fast fighting and fast advancing ensured the annihilation of the enemy’s effective strength

Although the Lanzhou Campaign was a city-assault operation, the garrison always showed signs of, and always had the possibility of, fleeing to the west. For this reason the field army required all units to “take the West Gate by swift and sudden action, and control and occupy the iron bridge to cut the enemy’s throat,” striving to annihilate the garrison entirely. After the outer key points were taken, the assault units, taking advantage of the garrison’s disorderly retreat into the city, followed up quickly and broke into the urban area. They not only controlled the Yellow River Iron Bridge and cut the garrison’s only line of retreat, but each unit also engaged the garrison in fierce street fighting. Because the attacking units broke in quickly and dared to penetrate boldly and fight independently, they further expanded their gains and rapidly achieved the aim of encircling and annihilating the garrison.

(Wang Xueping, Jiao Hongwei)
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Afterword


Reflections on How to Compile and Write a Large-Scale Work of Case Studies — Afterword to the World Classic Battles Series



The PLA Press is the largest and only comprehensive military publisher in China. Over its more than 60 glorious years, the books and teaching materials it has published have covered almost every category: military history ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign; military science; military science and technology; military events; military figures; and military literature. In both the variety and the quantity of its titles it now stands at the summit of its specialty and its trade. But “it is cold at the top”: today, apart from military literature, it is extremely difficult to settle on a good topic among the other categories of military books. I have set out the importance of the subject matter of the World Classic Battles series, and the historical role it carries, in the general preface and in the preface to each volume. Precisely because of this, it was necessary to find, among the many institutions of higher learning and scientific research institutes across the armed forces, a unit with a large body of scholars, abundant stores of information, a weighty academic environment, a rigorous scholarly spirit and a positive attitude toward research to take part in compiling the series, and the Shijiazhuang Mechanized Infantry Academy was certainly one of the ideal units. From the fixing of the compilation plan in August 2006 to the first compilation working conference of the series on April 28, 2007, and down to today, more than three years have passed, and this monumental work in the field of world battle-case research has at last been completed. What effect the work will have on force building, and what influence it will have on the study of future war, the compilers need not say; history will deliver its own verdict. I have long worked in editorial work, and I know well the role and influence of case-study books on force building. During my more than six years as president of the PLA Press, I at once began to plan the compilation of a large-scale series of case studies. Now that the series has finally been published, for me personally it means conscientiously completing a foundational project that can help raise the military quality of commanders at all levels of our armed forces. Although this is very meaningful work done for force building, I should, even more, thank all the leaders, experts and scholars of the Shijiazhuang Mechanized Infantry Academy. To make it easier for future users of the series to study and research it, I respectfully offer the following explanations on matters such as the composition of the series, the design of the compilation, and the standards of style.


I. On the Approach to Compiling This Series

The determination of the compilation approach not only bears on the smooth progress of the compilation project, but also plays a key role in whether, after its publication, the World Classic Battles series can truly help the military quality of commanders at all levels of our armed forces. To this end, the main leaders of the series’ editorial committee and its office heard expert opinion from many quarters, analyzed carefully the actual state of case-study teaching in the armed forces of the world’s countries, took every opportunity to investigate and research in the troops, and verified and assessed the actual needs of commanders at all levels in studying and researching cases. Step by step there took shape a series of compilation approaches that were reasonable, practical, simple and convenient, and easy for all the experts and professors taking part in the work to grasp. “Objective, impartial, scientific and rigorous” is the basic principle that the series has followed throughout. Taking as its measure whether a case has direct guiding significance for present and future wars (campaigns, battles), it formed the standard of “a proper proportion of our own and foreign armies, a full range of levels among the participating forces, a comprehensive range of forms of war, and a diversity of battlefield environments,” which fixed the criteria for choosing or discarding the cases included. It adheres to the typicality and seriousness of cases, so historical facts must be introduced objectively; it gives an impartial and realistic analysis of the position and role of the various military forces in the course of a war (campaign, battle); on questions where “the benevolent see benevolence and the wise see wisdom” and which are controversial, it either avoids them or adopts the authoritative view, so as to ensure that the cases selected are rigorous and scientific and able to withstand the test of history and practice; it strives to make every case in the whole series have a certain theoretical research value and practical operational function, and to give some guidance and help toward raising the military quality of military commanders; the content presented is in every instance based on credible historical materials and on the research results of military historians, without dramatizing or fabricating facts, without touching on military secrets, without assessing whether a war is just or unjust, and without intervening in the politics and diplomacy involved in the cases; and the cases selected must “have a wide range of representation, strong guiding significance and great research value,” and so on. All of the above were treated as rules that must be followed and ran through the whole process of compiling the series.



II. On the System of Cases in This Series

Following the principle that the series should have a variety of battlefield forms, a comprehensive range of forms of operations and a complete composition of forces, and so provide commanders at all levels with a fairly reasonable system for case study, the main leaders of the series’ editorial committee and the committee’s office convened meetings of various kinds many times, solicited the opinions of experts on the combat history of the armed forces and of experts and professors specially engaged in case-study teaching, and after repeated deliberation finally fixed a structure for the whole series of 7 volumes, 288 selected cases, and a total of more than 2,000,000 characters:

World Classic Battles · War Volume: 30 cases selected, more than 370,000 characters;

World Classic Battles · Campaign Volume: 31 cases selected, more than 320,000 characters;

World Classic Battles · Battle Volume: 70 cases selected, more than 300,000 characters;

World Classic Battles · City Combat Volume: 38 cases selected, more than 260,000 characters;

World Classic Battles · Air Raid and Counter-Air-Raid Operations Volume: 34 cases selected, more than 240,000 characters;

World Classic Battles · River, Lake, Sea and Island Operations Volume: 39 cases selected, more than 280,000 characters;

World Classic Battles · Special Operations and Counter-Terrorism Operations Volume: 46 cases selected, more than 200,000 characters.

Within this system, the volumes differ from one another in the cases chosen and in the angle from which they are written, each has its own distinctive character, and they complement one another, so that together they basically cover the various kinds of cases that commanders at all levels of our armed forces need to master. The War, Campaign and Battle volumes basically build up the core content of the case system; the City Combat, Air Raid and Counter-Air-Raid, River, Lake, Sea and Island, and Special Operations and Counter-Terrorism volumes reflect the main types of operations in modern war. Together they form a system of campaign and battle cases covering different forms of operations, different scales of operations, different services and arms, and different battlefield environments, and they fully embody the scientific character, systematic character and rigor of the arrangement of the World Classic Battles series. In particular, among the 171 cases of foreign armies included in the series, almost all the famous high-technology local-war cases since the latter half of the last century have been selected. This has strong reference value and guiding significance for studying foreign armies more effectively, and especially for learning the operational experience of foreign armies from the several recent high-technology local wars and for making full preparations for military struggle.

In order to grasp more accurately the actual needs of those who study and research cases, over many years, while conceiving the compilation plan for this series, I took opportunities of going down to the troops and to academies for investigation and research to survey how some units and academies study and research cases. Units and most academies generally attach importance to collecting, collating, studying and researching materials on the traditional cases of our own army, and especially on the famous cases in the history of their own unit. Owing to limited conditions and the constraints of traditional ideas, the study and research of foreign-army cases is relatively scarce, and so little is known about foreign-army cases. Of the 288 world classic cases collected in this series, we have still given weight to the study and research of the famous cases of our own army, with 106 cases included; in addition 12 frontal-battlefield operational cases of the National Revolutionary Army from the period of the War of Resistance Against Japan are included; and the famous cases of the main foreign armies, namely the American, Russian (Soviet), British, French, German and Japanese armies, number 170 in all, nearly 60% of all cases. Because the forms and scales of operations differ, the order in which the cases are arranged in each volume is hard to make uniform, so each volume forms its own system according to its own characteristics, arranged either by chronological order or by the size of the participating forces. Apart from the Battle volume, in which the cases of our own army are placed first, in all the other volumes the famous foreign-army cases are placed at the front.



III. On the Constituent Elements of Each Case

Each case in the series is composed of six parts: case name, case (action) summary, pre-war situation (or pre-war circumstances, event background, disaster conditions), course of operations (or course of the war, course of the event, course of the action), case (action) analysis, and case map. In view of the special character of the cases selected for the World Classic Battles · Special Operations and Counter-Terrorism Operations Volume, and especially those in the counter-terrorism part, whose form of war and form of operations differ from conventional war, the elements of some cases are composed slightly differently from the other volumes. The pre-war situation, the course of operations and the case analysis are the main parts of every case, and their proportion in number of characters is roughly 3 to 5 to 2, or 2 to 5 to 3, which reflects fairly comprehensively the connotation an independent case should have.

The “case name” is generally based on the names of the wars (campaigns, battles) collected in or touched on by the Chinese Military Encyclopedia and famous military works. To give the series its distinctive character and to make retrieval and use convenient, in most case names the participating units have been added, or the area of operations has been added, in order to distinguish them.

The “case summary” objectively describes, in concise and compact language, the time and place at which the case occurred, the course of the fighting, the forces committed by both sides, the results of the operations and their influence.

The “pre-war situation” (or pre-war circumstances, event background) mainly gives the necessary account of the geographical environment, political background, economic conditions, scale of forces, and planning and decision-making before the war (campaign, battle) occurred.

The “course of operations” (or course of the war, course of the event) mainly follows the sequence of time, place, personages and the development of the war (campaign, battle) in stating objectively the operational decisions, operational actions and operational results. It gives detailed accounts of the forces of both belligerents, their command organs and commanders, their operational plans, their weapons and equipment, and each phase of the operations.

The “case analysis” mainly offers analysis and commentary on the case’s position, role and influence, characteristics, and experience and lessons. In the analysis, the principle of “respect history, respect objectivity” is strictly followed: in general, the operational experience of our own army is not used to interpret the operational characteristics of foreign armies, today’s habitual ways of thinking are not used to analyze the historical process, and ideology is not used to judge the nature of the operations. Although the number of characters taken up by the analysis in each case is not the main emphasis, its wording is the emphasis within the emphasis, and a scientific analysis often serves to “add the finishing touch to the dragon.” Hence this element has also become the distinctive feature of how this series researches cases.

The “case map” is in every instance based on the relevant operational maps in authoritative works such as the Chinese Military Encyclopedia and the Combat History of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, and is reduced, enlarged or edited; the case maps included all reflect the original pre-war situation of the two belligerents or the course of the fighting. For some cases no map material could be found, or for reasons such as secrecy, in keeping with the principle of “better to leave out than to get it wrong,” case maps were not redrawn. Of the 288 cases in this series, the case maps number more than 200, a proportion of more than 70%.

The cases included in this series are selected with a certain pertinence: the War volume and the Campaign volume, for example, are mainly for study and research by the supreme decision-making level and by the personnel of campaign command organs, while the Battle volume is mainly for study and research by junior and intermediate commanders, and so the number of characters in each type of case differs from volume to volume. In the War volume, each case is generally 14,000 characters; in the Campaign volume each case is generally about 10,000 characters; in the other volumes each case is about 7,000 characters; and the number of characters in the cases of the Battle volume is fixed according to the scale of the battle, for example 4,000 characters for operations on the scale of a battalion, 3,000 characters for operations on the scale of a company, and 2,000 characters for operations on the scale of a squad or team.

In the course of compilation we strove to give each case relative independence, but the major historical events and important historical backgrounds involved in some cases are fairly complex and vast, and limited by space it is hard to reproduce them in full. Of course, however important a case may be, if the materials on its course of operations are incomplete, we did not include it.



IV. On the Standards for Compiling Cases

This series is rather unusual among kinds of books; in function it is mainly provided for military commanders in the troops to study and research war. To this end we drew up corresponding standards for the wording of the compilation in accordance with the characteristics and rules of general military document writing. But in the course of compilation we later found that some cases in the series span a period of more than half a century, some cover territory involving the five continents and four seas, and some cover politics, economics, military affairs, diplomacy, science and technology, geography, astronomy and meteorology, and many other aspects; with too many standards the cases would all come out as one stereotyped pattern, and with too few they would be a riot of variety. For this reason, vertically, in terms of content, we strictly limited the composition to 6 elements (case name, case summary, pre-war situation, course of operations, case analysis, key case map) as the foundation, and horizontally, besides the principles and standards fixed in the textual statements above, we also laid down specific standards of compilation, for example:

The content presented in the cases is in every instance based on historical materials and on the research results of historians, so phrases such as “according to the records of such-and-such materials,” “quoted from such-and-such work” or “according to a report from a higher authority” no longer appear in the text;

In presenting the participating forces in a case, the situation of the principal side of the case is generally given first and then that of the opposing side, and both sides are presented in the order of higher echelon, own echelon, attached units and neighboring units;

The wording used in the pre-war situation, course of operations and case analysis must show people, things, events and processes, and the text must be concise and compact, with no repetition between earlier and later passages. The wording of the case analysis must not be stiff, and stock phrases such as “the main characteristics are as follows” or “the main experience is as follows” must not appear; it should be stated in the manner of a summing-up;

Every unit appearing for the first time in the body of a case must have its subordination and attachment relationships explained, for example “the 1st Division, with the 1st Regiment and 3rd Regiment under its command and the 4th Regiment of the 2nd Division attached”;

In stating unit designations, the first appearance must be complete and standard, for example “the 127th Division, 43rd Army, 15th Army Group, Fourth Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army,” and in the text that follows an abbreviated form may be used, “the Fourth Field Army’s 15th Army Group, 43rd Army, 127th Division”;

Every person appearing for the first time in the body of a case must be presented in the form “post + name + military rank,” for example “General Eisenhower, Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces” or “President Roosevelt of the United States”;

Weapons and equipment appearing for the first time in the body of a case should generally be given by model number, for example the “M48” tank. If a code name for the weapon is used, the function, characteristics and maker of the weapon should be briefly explained, for example “the American-made ‘Abrams’ tank, with very strong ground assault capability”;

Command organs such as the “Central Headquarters,” “Main Headquarters” and “General Staff Headquarters” appearing for the first time in the body of a case must have their command location, current commander and relationship to the participating forces explained, for example “the U.S. Forward Headquarters Commander, General Schwarzkopf, currently in charge at the Saudi forward command post of the multinational forces operating in Iraq……”;

A case states only the operational plans and operational dispositions that are related to the case and actually being carried out, and in general does not state plans or dispositions that were not realized or carried out;

The content of case analysis must observe the principle “what is not stated is not analyzed, and what was not carried out is not analyzed.” Analysis is made only of situations that were carried out and had results; situations of “if” and “supposition” are not analyzed, and above all must not be made the basis of analysis;

The name of the case map must be consistent with the name of the case; and so on.

To ensure the quality of the compilation of this series, the relevant standards of compilation are too numerous to list one by one; only the principal ones have been excerpted, both to put them on record with the book and to give users of this series a glimpse into the inner workings of the compilation.

To ensure that every case in this series is accurate, scientific and rigorous, besides relying on the relevant teaching and academic research results of the academy, we made extensive use of, studied, consulted and cited relevant books published by authoritative domestic publishing units such as the PLA Press, the Military Science Press and the National Defense University Press, and we also reduced, enlarged and edited the case maps contained in the relevant books they published. At the end of each volume of this series the titles of the reference materials, the publishing units and the names of the authors are all listed. At the time this series makes its appearance, we respectfully express sincere thanks to all the publishers and the relevant experts and scholars!

Although the World Classic Battles series has striven to make the cases selected objective, comprehensive and impartial, limited by various factors, some cases that are classics have not been included, such as the successive border defense battles experienced by the Chinese People’s Liberation Army since the founding of New China; some cases, though famous battles, either because of their remote age or because of conflicting theories, were collected and verified from many quarters, yet in the end, because the materials held were limited, the presentation of the case content still appears thin; in fixing the scope of compilation for each volume, sometimes in order to show the distinctive character of each volume, with cases whose type of operation easily overlaps, out of reluctance to cut them away when the volumes were divided, the determination of each volume’s case system became somewhat forced; and some, limited by time and level, still have many places where “the words do not say all that is meant, or are still not apt,” and so on. As to the problems and imperfections that exist in the volumes in matters of compilation style, presentation of content, case analysis and so on, we hope to receive the criticism, corrections and forbearance of the users of the cases.

War develops, and the vitality of military academic research lies not in a simple review of history, but in drawing on history so as to understand reality and open up the future. We believe that any military commander who is good at reflection will surely come to understand more from the cases selected in this series, and so be able to hold firmly the key to winning future wars.

Zhu Dongsheng

October 1, 2009
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