
CHAPTER I

The word had existed for a long time, but it was hardly well-known. A few writers had used it in their
texts and some had even used it in book titles, but it was not used on the front pages of the major
newspapers. However, this changed in the fall of 1939, as the media and propaganda introduced the
word to a broader audience. It began to be said that Germany had defeated Poland by using something
called “Blitzkrieg.”1

With time, the word would prove catchy—despite the fact that it  was unclear what it  actually
meant. The lack of a clear definition allowed various writers and commentators to ascribe the term to
whatever they saw fit, and the striking nature of the word meant it was frequently used. This meant the
word “Blitzkrieg” came to have a vague meaning that could differ considerably depending on who used
it.

The German armed forces did not use the word themselves, except possibly in publications by
individual officers. Still, they had created something regarded as revolutionary by their contemporaries,
even though a mere four years had elapsed since Hitler denounced the Treaty of Versailles. The peace
treaty  signed  after  World  War  I  had  forbidden  Germany  to  possess  modern  weapons  such  as
submarines, tanks and aircraft, also drastically curtailing the size of the German armed forces.

It may appear puzzling that an armed force that had been fettered not only expanded rapidly but
also created something that appeared revolutionary. Furthermore, this revolution was accomplished by
a country lacking most of the raw materials needed for modern warfare and recovering in the wake of a
worldwide  economic  depression.2  Several  circumstances  influenced  the  process,  but  some  were
perhaps more important than others. One of these was the German effort to circumvent the Treaty of
Versailles, a process that had been initiated in the early 1920s. The German armed forces clandestinely
cooperated with the Soviet Union, allowing them to experiment with modern weapon systems such as
tanks  and  aircraft.  The  Germans  also  carried  out  projects  in  their  home  country—for  example,
constructing tank prototypes under the disguise of agricultural tractors. Several theoretical studies were
undertaken and the developments in foreign countries were followed closely.

However, one could argue that the German Blitzkrieg was not revolutionary at all. Perhaps it can
be better understood if it is not regarded as a break with the past, but rather a development of existing
German military concepts. If the Blitzkrieg is conceived as an almost logical continuation of existing
lines of development, it is easier to understand how the Germans could go to war in 1939 and swiftly
conquer  Poland,  Norway,  Denmark,  Belgium,  the  Netherlands  and  France  despite  the  fact  that
conscription had not been introduced until 1935.



Another notion to be called in question is the idea that tanks and aircraft formed the core of the
Blitzkrieg. Admittedly, these weapons played a prominent role in German propaganda as well as in
many foreign assessments, but the German warfare concept did not emanate from them, nor from any
other weapon system. Instead, the Germans had a fairly clear idea of how to conduct operations and
battles, and the tank in particular happened to fit quite well into the concept. Still, the infantry divisions
remained the backbone of the German Army—a result of economic constraints rather than deliberate
design. Germany simply lacked the industrial resources and the raw materials needed to create and
sustain a completely mechanized army. Neither was a large strategic air force—akin to what Britain
and US would later  employ during World War II—a realistic  alternative.  The Germans could only
proceed from their basic concepts and try to fit modern weapons into them.

Hitler  has  often  been  described  as  a  propelling  force  behind  the  Blitzkrieg  concept.  His
responsibility for the outbreak of the war in 1939 is unquestioned, and it is conceivable that the state of
the  German  armed  forces  would  have  been  very  different  at  a  later  date,  but  there  are  more
fundamental objections to the notion of Hitler’s importance. He clearly pushed for a rapid expansion of
the armed forces, but he had relatively little influence over how they were composed and, in particular,
how they were trained to fight. A study of the period before Hitler assumed power is revealing in this
respect.

World  War  I  has  often  been  regarded  as  an  example  of  stagnated  warfare,  but  such  a  view  is
misleading. In fact, the officers in Germany—as well as in other countries—had tried to understand the
implications of rapidly developing technology before the war began in 1914. However, it was difficult
to  envisage  war  in  the  future  as  much  had  changed  since  the  Franco-Prussian  war  of  1870–71.
However, it would be even more misleading to claim that little changed during World War I.3

Perhaps the major operational limitation encountered by the combatants during World War I was
the  almost  impenetrable  defense  lines.  Unless  the  enemy  defense  lines  were  broken  through,
operational freedom of maneuver could not be attained. The Germans and the other combatants tried
to solve this problem in multiple ways; unsurprisingly, the Germans attached the greatest importance to
their own solutions, of which the so-called “stormtrooper” tactics were the most important. In many
ways, the German stormtrooper tactics developed during World War I epitomize the conclusions and
lessons preserved by the Germans after World War I.

The German approach to breaking the stalemate on the Western Front is indicative of the German
art of war, as the process was very decentralized. Local initiatives led by many officers—many of them
low-ranking—were vital.  After these  efforts had proved their worth in battle,  the  higher command
echelons quickly paid attention to them and introduced extensive training programs to capitalize on the
ideas conceived by the low-ranking officers. Thus the most useful ideas were put into general practice
in the Army.4

As can be surmised from the term, the stormtroop tactics were mainly a solution to a tactical
problem—how to break through a strong enemy defense. It was necessary to begin at the tactical level
as no significant operational results would be attained unless tactical success had created freedom of
action for the higher commanders.



The German stormtroop tactics were made up of several components. The underlying principle
was decentralization, which was applied in many ways; the most important of these was decentralized
decision-making,  but  this  was  not  a  novel  idea.  The  Germans  had  previously  tended  to  delegate
authority, but with the stormtroop tactics this trend was extended further down in the organization and
applied more consistently. It was obvious to the Germans that the modern battlefield demanded rapid
decisions made according to the fluid situation on many parts of the battlefield. Junior commanders had
to act independently and exercise initiative, and this kind of decentralization was facilitated by another
kind. At the beginning of World War I, the combat units were rather uniformly equipped—an infantry
battalion was mainly composed of riflemen. The introduction of stormtroop tactics also meant that the
composition of these combat units changed due to the reliance on the principle of combined arms.
Junior commanders therefore had more options to choose from when they decided how to act in battle.
Additionally, less time was wasted when the local commanders could, for example, arrange fire support
on their own.5

The stormtroop tactics were mainly developed by German forces fighting the western powers, but
the Germans also gained valuable experience from the Eastern Front, where the number of units was
much smaller relative to the size of the theater. The lower troop density made it much more difficult to
create  the  kind  of  strong  defenses  that  thwarted  offensives  between  the  English  Channel  and
Switzerland. Consequently, it was easier for the Germans to break through the Russian defenses, and
mobile  operations  ensued—strongly  suggesting  that  future  war  need  not  resemble  the  stalemate
experienced in the west.

It can be argued that most major aspects of what would subsequently be known as Blitzkrieg had
already been available to the Germans in 1918. The most important  was the command philosophy.
Commanders  at  all  levels  would  make  decisions  and  act  on  their  own  initiative.  This  was  the
fundamental principle on which the Germans relied when conducting operations and fighting battles.
The combined-arms principle as expressed by the stormtroop units fitted well with the decentralized
decision-making. Alongside decentralized decision-making and the combined-arms principle, the third
important lesson upon which Blitzkrieg was based was the experience on the Eastern Front, which
strongly suggested that mobile operations were feasible.

The fourth major  lesson actually stemmed from a  failure.  The  stormtroop tactics enabled the
Germans to break through the strong defenses on the western front—as in March 1918, for example.
However,  the  Germans did not  manage to exploit  their initial success, and this was mainly due to
logistical  shortcomings.  The  Germans  lacked  the  capacity  to  bring forward  artillery,  ammunition,
reinforcements and supplies needed to sustain their momentum, while their opponents could rely on the
rail network to bring reinforcements to the endangered sector.

The legacy of World War I was thus composed of both positive and negative lessons learned, but
in a sense, the peace treaties of 1919 can also be regarded as part of the legacy. In fact, harsh as they
were, they might nevertheless have been beneficial to the German development in the interwar period.
As the German Army was limited to 100,000 men (of whom 4,000 were allowed to be officers), the
Army could select the best people for the job, especially as the military profession remained attractive
in Germany.

The lessons learned by the Germans were mainly confined to the tactical and operational levels.
However,  there  were  some strategic  lessons the  Germans would have  benefited from paying more



attention to; one of these was the fact that very little was gained by the war—even by its winners.
France and Britain were economically exhausted and the human cost had been appalling. They would
be  hard-pressed  to  maintain  the  powerful  position  they  had  held  before  the  war.  Italy  was  also
weakened by the war, despite being one of the victors. It could be argued that the US and Japan had
improved their positions, but, significantly, they had avoided most of the costly battles. Thus it can be
concluded that the use of military force may have resulted in such immense costs that the fruits of
victory could not be enjoyed. However, the Germans would not pay as much attention to this as to the
tactical and operational lessons.

As intended, the terms imposed by the Treaty of Versailles made the German armed forces very weak.
Their  low number of weapons and lack of important  ones made them incapable  of fending off an
earnest  attack, but  the  clauses of the  treaty could not  prevent  German officers from pondering on
future war. The Germans immediately initiated an extensive program to study the experiences of World
War I. Most of the just over 400 officers involved were veterans very familiar with the progress that
had taken place between 1914 and 1918 and not least the stormtroop tactics.6

The  experiences  were  thoroughly  studied,  but  the  process  was completed  quickly  enough  to
produce an entirely new Army field manual by 1921. It  was known as “Führung und Gefecht  der
verbundenen Waffen,” or by its abbreviation “das FuG.” The manual was thus written less than three
years after the end of World War I and served as a guideline for the German Army eighteen years
before World War II broke out. The latter observation is particularly important as the foundations laid
by the field manual of 1921 remained until 1945.7

The  1921 field  manual emphasized offensive  operations,  mobility  and decentralized decision-
making down  to  the  lowest  possible  level,  allowing officers  and  NCOs to  act  independently  and
exercise  initiative  on the  battlefield.  However,  there  was a  latent  problem with  such emphasis on
independence—the actions on the battlefield might become dissipated. The German solution to this
dilemma was thorough and extensive training. This would ensure that a common method of thinking
would be instilled, guiding decision-making across the battlefield.8

The  German Army could  emphasize  the  training of  its  limited  personnel during the  interwar
period,  but  this training was hampered by the  lack  of  important  weapons systems.  However,  that
problem should not be exaggerated. Training, intellectual activity and ideas are often more fundamental
than equipment, and the German armed forces were no exception during this time. The process of
development that took place did not spring from certain weapon systems or technology; instead, there
was an intellectual framework into which the new weapons were included. The legacy and the analysis
of World War I were very important elements of the framework.

Occasionally, the French Army has been criticized for preparing for another round of World War I
in 1939, while the Germans are said to have used the interwar years to create the prerequisites for
fighting a future war. Such an argument would be a gross simplification, as the Germans also used the
experiences of World War I as the basis for their preparations for future war. The differences between
the approaches of the two countries (which became clear in 1940) stemmed from differences that had
existed even before 1918. To regard the French as conservative and the Germans as far-sighted is a



simplification that conceals more than it reveals. However, it seems that the German Army accepted
diverse opinions and an open debate to a notably greater extent than the French Army. Most likely,
such an attitude facilitated the creation of an armed force whose art of war was at a higher level than
the opponents, though not necessarily revolutionary.9

The German Army’s broad acceptance of diverse opinions was apparent in reports submitted by
the  Swedish  military  attaché  in  Berlin,  Lieutenant-Colonel  Juhlin-Dannfelt,  to  his  superiors  in
Stockholm. He was clearly surprised at how German soldiers acted during discussions after exercises.
On  several  occasions,  in  different  units—and  even  in  the  presence  of  foreign  officers—the
commanders  had  been  interrupted  by  subordinates  who  argued  back  while  the  commander  was
criticizing the subordinate’s performance during a recently concluded exercise. Such behavior had not
been  commented  upon  until  the  commander-in-chief  of  the  Army,  Colonel-General  von  Fritsch,
addressed the issue in a speech at the Kriegsakademie.10

Nevertheless, the inhibitions imposed by the Treaty of Versailles were not inconsequential. The
Germans had to study modern weapons, such as tanks, from afar. The tanks that had appeared on the
battlefields of World War I were fraught with technical problems that limited their impact—they were
hardly harbingers of the future, and they had to be improved considerably to allow them to play an
important part  in a future war. However, the Germans were banned from conducting the necessary
development work. The cooperation with the Red Army in the wake of the 1922 Treaty of Rapallo
provided an important opportunity for the Germans to gain knowledge.11

Another way to gain knowledge was to monitor development in other countries. The Germans
observed exercises as well as production, also managing to learn much from various publications in
many countries. Obviously, the major powers—such as Great Britain, France and the Soviet Union—
attracted most interest from the Germans, particularly as they were seen as potential enemies.

The German journal Militärwochenblatt was a German military journal widely distributed in the
Army, dealing with many important issues pertaining to the development of Army equipment, doctrine,
training,  command,  organization  and  so  on.  It  contained  several  articles  discussing or  describing
important trends or occasions abroad. For example, there were articles on military exercises in other
countries, such as the British fall maneuvers of 1925. Issue 14 and 16 (1927–28) provided extensive
coverage  of  the  British  exercises conducted in  August  1927,  when mechanized  units participated.
However,  the  Germans were  not  content  with  following activities  in  Europe.  Tanks were  used  in
conflicts  in  other  parts  of  the  world—for  example,  by  the  British  in  India  and  by  the  French  in
Morocco and Syria. Also studied were seldom-discussed military conflicts such as the Chaco war in
South America (1932–35). Nevertheless, World War I and the battles fought 1914–18 were the most
frequent topics. In November 1927, the Battle of Cambrai was discussed in an article entitled “Ein
Vorläufer der Zukunftschlacht” (“A Harbinger of Future Battle”). On this occasion, the British had
committed the first large concentrated tank force. Wars where tanks had not contributed significantly
were also studied, such as the war between Greece and Turkey from 1919–22.12

Technological trends in other countries were observed. For example, the heavy French Char 2C
tank was covered in  articles in  1924,  1925 and 1927.13  New,  experimental American  tanks were
discussed in March 1925, and new light American tanks were described in spring 1928.14 Despite the
difficulties, the Germans managed to remain updated.

It can be argued that the shackles of the Treaty of Versailles were mainly physical rather than



mental, but the mental aspects are, in many ways, more important. Furthermore, military technology
advanced rapidly in the interwar years. Weapons that had been brand new in the 1920s were often
regarded as obsolete by the 1930s, and this was particularly true of tanks and aircraft. Consequently, it
was more important to develop a useful foundation for the art of war. The Germans did this mainly by
capitalizing on their experiences from World War I and even concepts and trends dating from before
1914.

Before the Great Depression, Hitler and his NSDAP had been a rather insignificant factor in German
politics.  However,  the  depression  and  the  attendant  mass  unemployment  provided  Hitler  with  a
previously unforeseen opportunity. His simplified messages provided him with spectacular success in
the 1930 elections. After various political maneuvers and further elections, Hitler managed to assume
power in Germany. Soon the new regime would promote substantial changes to the German armed
forces, but at the time it remained unclear what lay in the future.

In several respects, Hitler’s intentions coincided with ambitions nurtured in many parts of German
society,  including  the  armed  forces.  Perhaps  the  abolition  of  the  Treaty  of  Versailles  and  the
reintroduction  of  conscription  were  the  most  clear-cut  examples.  Hitler’s  ideas  of  “Lebensraum”
(living space)  in  Eastern Europe  were  not  unique,  although the  practical matters—such as timing,
means to be used and at what pace the ambitions should be pursued—could result in disagreements.

Initially, Hitler had to focus on securing his position within Germany. However, from 1934, when
his  power  was  almost  undisputed,  he  could  begin  to  realize  his  more  far-reaching ambitions.  He
obviously needed strong armed forces to fulfil his dreams, and in 1935 he officially denounced the
Treaty  of  Versailles  and  reintroduced  conscription.  Few  German  officers  objected  to  this  move,
although they may have been worried about the reaction in other countries.

The first  three German Panzer divisions were formed in October 1935. At the time, Germany
lacked battle-worthy tanks. The light Panzer I tank had entered production one year beforehand, but it
had been designed mainly for training purposes. The German Army would have to contend with these
light tanks (in addition to the only slightly heavier Panzer II) until other types had been produced in
sufficient numbers.15

The light Panzer I and Panzer II were produced in large numbers and they made up most of the
German  tank  fleet  when  the  war  broke  out  in  1939,  while  the  heavier  Panzer  III  and  IV were
comparatively  rare.  The  chief  of  the  general  staff,  Colonel-General  Ludwig  Beck,  foresaw  this
situation. He had been appointed as commander of the Truppenamt, which was effectively the general
staff in disguise. The Treaty of Versailles had forced the Germans to abolish the general staff, but when
Hitler officially repudiated the treaty in 1935, the general staff again received its proper name.

Beck has been depicted as a reactionary with scant understanding of the value of armored troops,
not least in the memoirs of Heinz Guderian. However, the reality was different. Beck was optimistic
about the potential combat value of tanks, but he also realized that technology advanced rapidly. He
did not believe that Germany could win a war in the near future. If many tanks were immediately
procured, they might be obsolete by the time Germany could engage in a war she could win. According
to Beck, it was better for the time being to obtain only those tanks needed for training and testing.



Meanwhile, development of more powerful types would be carried out to allow them to be produced in
time for a war that Germany could win. History certainly does not contradict Beck. When the war
broke out a few years later, Germany had almost 2,700 Panzer I and Panzer II tanks with marginal
combat value. It would probably have been better to husband some of the resources spent on these
models and save them for the increased production of the Panzer III and Panzer IV, which were to
enter production very soon.16

Beck’s cautious approach stemmed from his belief that  many years were required to create a
powerful army, but this conflicted with Hitler’s desire for rapid results. Their disagreements also sprung
from differing assessments of the posture the major powers would assume. For example, would the
British and French go to war on the Czechoslovakian issue? Hitler believed they would not, but Beck
was not easily convinced. Nevertheless, Hitler had the power to enforce his intentions despite Beck’s
misgivings.  The latter  realized that  the  rapid German rearmament  would arouse animosity in other
countries and also impose great strain on the German armed forces and the economy.

It may appear surprising that the German rearmament efforts were not geared towards Blitzkrieg
campaigns of the kind conducted in 1939–41. Such brief campaigns, with lulls in between, would allow
the  Germans  to  replenish  stocks  of  ammunition  and  fuel;  thus  investments  in  projects  aiming to
improve Germany’s ability to sustain protracted war would not have been proper. In fact, substantial
investments were made in fields that could only be motivated by a desire to increase the ability to fight
a protracted war. For example, great emphasis was placed on improving the raw materials situation. By
using lower-grade ore and building plants capable of turning out synthetic fuel, textiles, rubber and so
on,  the  Germans compensated for  their  lack of  raw materials.  However,  such solutions were  very
expensive and siphoned off resources that might otherwise have been spent on weapons production.
Also, it might appear surprising that investments in the Westwall—Hitler’s counterpart to the Maginot
Line—consumed a share of the budget twice as large as the share allotted to armored forces.17

Hitler’s  assumption  of  power  meant  that  a  breakneck  expansion  of  the  armed  forces  was
undertaken,  but  also  that  extensive  resources  were  spent  on  preparing the  German  economy  for
protracted  war.  Such  aims  were  not  novel—they  had  been  nurtured  since  before  Hitler  became
Chancellor  and  Führer—but  he  imposed  a  pace  that  was quite  extreme.  He  did  so  despite  grave
misgivings voiced by many influential people, and the wisdom of his ambitions can certainly be called
into question.

When the German Army began to expand, it  could rely on its well-trained officers and men. Most
soldiers in the 100,000-strong Army Hitler took over in 1933 were trained for higher positions than
they actually held. The Germans expected heavy officer casualties in battle  and subordinated men
would have to be able to step forward and assume command, and thus men had to be trained for a
higher position than they were appointed to. Additionally, the German emphasis on initiative meant that
junior officers and NCOs had to understand the broader perspective they acted within. Furthermore, as
the junior officers were expected to employ many different kinds of weapons in battle, they had to be
very well trained. Finally, officers and men trained for positions higher than those actually held would
facilitate a future expansion of the Army.



When Hitler decided to expand the Army very rapidly, the well-trained cadre provided by the
100,000 men proved too small.  In the  years that  followed the  introduction of compulsory military
service, training standards fell. Officer training suffered particularly badly; many years were needed to
provide  the  candidates with the  training and experience  they required.  In  contrast,  the  training of
enlisted men could be completed in less time.

The Swedish officer Captain Berggren attended German artillery exercises at Wildflecken in 1938
and reported  his experiences and impressions.  He  noted the  confidence  the  Germans had in  their
NCOs; for example, several battery commanders were NCOs, which was uncommon in other countries.
Berggren was impressed by the display, concluding that the training standards were excellent and the
conscripted men were particularly impressive.18

Berggren’s impressions were gained at a time when the German Army had expanded for three
years. The lower echelons could be given adequate training in such a timespan, but it was more difficult
to provide battalion commanders and above with the experience and training required, and the kind of
warfare  the  Germans were  striving for  meant  that  well-trained and experienced commanders were
essential.

Berggren also discussed the firing techniques used by other countries with the German officers.
The latter expressed esteem for the more complicated fire-control methods employed by the French
artillery, but they did not want to use similar methods in the German Army. Berggren summed it up
sententiously:  “The  Germans  have  a  terrible  dread  of  time-consuming procedures”  (underline  in
original). This was reflected in the exercises conducted, where the ability to quickly deliver fire support
was regarded as more important that absolute accuracy.19

The Germans probably placed greater emphasis on time than the other powers did; it was crucial
for  the  Germans  to  act  more  quickly  than  their  opponents  if  they  were  to  compensate  for  their
numerical inferiority. In principle, poorly trained men could also act quickly, but probably not in a way
that was conducive to success. Furthermore, a poorly trained and inexperienced person was unlikely to
have  the  confidence  required  to  take  initiative,  which  was a  prerequisite  for  the  swift  action  the
Germans strived for.

The rapidity of the  German expansion is perhaps best  illustrated by the  increased number of
officers. On October 1, 1933, the German Army comprised 3,800 officers, which increased to 6,533 by
October 15, 1935. This was a modest increase compared to what was to come; by March 15, 1941, the
number of officers had increased to no fewer than 129,645. In little more than five years, the number
of officers increased almost by 2,000 percent. As a battalion or regiment commander ought to have at
least a decade of experience, it is easy to see that the rapid expansion made it difficult to train officers
sufficiently.20

These  difficulties  were  clearly  considerable,  but  it  should  not  be  forgotten  that  the  German
training must be judged in comparison to that of their opponents rather than according to some abstract
rule established by the German military. The senior German officers were very worried, but they also
seem to have upheld very high standards of training. Furthermore, the duration of the training is not the
only indicator of success;  if  a  considerable  amount  of time is spent  on activities not  conducive to
improving combat power, the number of months in military service matter little. One example is the
Red Army, where the men spent much of their time erecting buildings and farming.21

It  is  arguable  that  the  Germans founded  their  training on  a  more  realistic  perception  of  the



demands of war, enabling them to obtain more combat power for each hour spent on training. To some
extent, this alleviated the negative effects of the rapid expansion. After all, the aim was not to spend as
much time as possible on training, but rather to raise the quality of the units.

Such considerations notwithstanding, it  seems clear that  the  German might  have been able  to
create more powerful armed forces had the pace of expansion been reduced somewhat. Not only did
training suffer, so too did the procurement of equipment; the tanks delivered around 1935 faced the
possibility of becoming obsolete soon, a consequence of rapid technological advances. This was one of
the most important arguments on which Beck based his misgivings against the breakneck rearmament.

In his memoirs and in conversations with Basil Liddell-Hart  after the  war,  Guderian depicted
Beck as a reactionary who obstructed the armored troops, but this image seems exaggerated. Guderian
and Beck did differ on many occasions. For example, Beck wanted to create Panzer divisions as well as
tank battalions for infantry support; he did not, for the time being at least, want to stake everything on
a single  alternative. He advocated a model in which several options were tried simultaneously and
rejected  according  to  experiences  from  larger  maneuvers.  Furthermore,  Beck  believed  that  the
independent  tank battalions could  be  used to  quickly  create  further  Panzer  divisions if  they were
needed. In fact, he was proven right, such as when the 10th Panzer Division was formed in 1939.
Guderian opposed this, but the alternative recommended by Beck was not a dead end and would have
caused trivial delays at most. Beck’s stance appears actually quite reasonable in such turbulent times.

Beck also wanted to create tank formations as well as independent antitank units. He argued that
future enemies might well possess large tank formations, and thus some means to combat them was
needed.  Indeed,  the  Germans  did  quite  successfully  use  those  kind  of  units  to  fight  enemy tank
formations in 1939–42. Guderian opposed this scheme, but again Beck appears to have assumed a
fairly balanced position.

It is difficult to expand armed forces and even more difficult to do it rapidly. As we shall see, later
shortcomings in the German war machine can be attributed to this rapid expansion, but  it  must  be
remembered that other countries also rapidly expanded their armed forces. For example, the United
States would conduct an expansion with a speed that rivaled that of the Germans. Another example
would be the armored forces of the Soviet Union; in 1930, the country possessed very few tanks, but
by 1941 Stalin had approximately 23,000 tanks at his disposal. This enormous figure is ample testimony
of a very rapid expansion. The British Army also began to expand rapidly in the latter half of the
1930s. Hence, Germany might have experienced problems caused by rapid expansion, but she was not
alone in this respect.22

The tension in Europe rose when Hitler repudiated the Treaty of Versailles, but it is unclear to what
extent fears mounted. There were many in Britain, for example, who believed that the clauses were
either exorbitant or impossible to uphold. However, it soon became clear that the repudiation of the
treaty was only the first step in Hitler’s plans. In 1936, German military units drove into the Rhineland,
which had been a demilitarized area. The specter of war loomed ever larger. Poland had regarded the
Soviet Union as the primary military threat since the failed Soviet attempt to conquer Warsaw in 1920.
Since then, the Polish defense plans had been designed primarily to counter an attack from the east;



however,  as  Hitler  continued  his  military  buildup,  the  Polish  high  command  had  to  develop  new
defense plans.

Hitler did not make any dramatic moves in 1937. The German armed forces were not yet strong
enough to allow adventurous foreign policy. He did not dare an obvious confrontation with the western
powers, especially as the expansion of the armed forces ran into difficulties. However, in 1938, Hitler
again raised his voice. His first move was to annex Austria in March. He subsequently set his eyes on
Czechoslovakia;  the  so-called  “Munich  Agreement”  saw  the  British  and  French  agree  that
Czechoslovakia should cede the Sudetenland to Germany as the majority of the Sudeten population
was German and the area was located next to the German border. Simultaneously, Poland seized the
opportunity  to  occupy  the  Cieszyn  area,  a  territory  that  had  been  claimed  by  both  Poland  and
Czechoslovakia since World War I.23 The Slovaks also availed themselves of the chance to demand
independence from Prague.

In 1937,  Stalin expanded the  great  purge  to  include  the  armed forces.  Approximately 35,000
officers were  executed, imprisoned or discharged. Thus his military capabilities were  reduced,  and
many commentators  in  other  countries  believed that  the  Soviet  military  had become  too  weak to
significantly influence a major conflict.

When regarding the situation in Europe at the time, one must not forget that there were five major
powers—Britain, France, Germany, the Soviet Union and Italy. It was hardly possible for Britain and
France to put great pressure of any of the other three without the support from one of the dictatorships.
However,  it  was  not  evident—at  the  time—which  of  the  three  dictatorships  was  preferable  or
dependable.  When  Stalin  decimated  his  armed  forces,  he  appeared  neither  trustworthy  nor  in
possession of a sharp sword. Hence, a firm stance against Hitler seemed to require at least tacit support
from Italy.  However,  Mussolini’s  involvement  in  the  Spanish  Civil  War,  1936–39,  and  his  war  in
Ethiopia in 1935–36, clearly suggested that he was not the kind of player preferred by the western
powers.

In addition to the situation in Europe, France and Britain had to consider the  threats to their
colonial empires, particularly in the Far East. Japanese aggression against China clearly showed that
there were danger spots outside Europe. The Soviet Union also had a tense relationship with Japan;
several border intermezzos took place along the border between Siberia and Manchuria. Evidently, the
international  situation  was  very  complicated,  and  the  decision-makers  were  hard-pressed  to  find
workable solutions, such as a  coalition against  Hitler.  Neither were the  French and British military
resources sufficient to ensure victory against Germany through swift offensive action. Britain lacked a
powerful army and the  French Army, while  substantial in size,  was mainly designed for defensive
operations rather than a lightning offensive into Germany.

Thus several circumstances conspired to limit the opposition to Hitler’s aggressive foreign policy.
Within Germany, many feared that the Führer would drive Germany into a war against a coalition she
could not defeat, but this did not occur immediately. Nevertheless, the shadows of war loomed ever
larger, especially after Hitler occupied the remains of Bohemia and Moravia in March 1939. However,
Hitler’s thirst was not quenched; during the summer of 1939, he increased the pressure on Poland.



From a Blitzkrieg perspective, the German Navy may appear anachronistic. It was mainly designed to
wage  war  against  British  transatlantic  commerce—by halting the  flow of  raw materials and other
imports, Britain could be brought to her knees. The German submarines were clearly intended for such
use, but the German surface fleet was also mainly intended for that purpose. As such tactics could
hardly produce rapid results, they did not fit well into any Blitzkrieg concept. Furthermore, to regard
Great Britain as the main enemy was dubious on many grounds. The countries Germany had to defeat
were first and foremost neighboring powers. Germany would gain little from war with Britain and it
was better avoided.

The role of the German Navy appears more plausible if we disregard the notion that Germany had
a particular Blitzkrieg strategy. On the other hand, if we see the German efforts as resulting from an
ambition to create efficient combat units allowing operational liberty of action in many different types
of war, the German naval buildup appears more sensible. Overall, the Navy received a small share of
the funding, but, considering Germany’s geographical position, there was hardly any alternative. As we
shall see, the German Navy could be used for operations in other areas than the Atlantic.

In the summer of 1939, the German Navy, like the other services, was still preparing for war. Far
more warships were projected than those available for immediate service. A major naval power could
not be challenged on the open sea, but the German Navy could at least provide some assistance to the
other  services.  As East  Prussia  was separated from mainland Germany,  any military forces in  the
eastern province had to be supplied by shipping on the Baltic, which had to be protected by the Navy.
Nevertheless, it was clear that the Navy could not be expected to have a prominent role in any kind of
Blitzkrieg operation.

Completed Warships

Two battleships
Three pocket battleships
One heavy cruiser
Six light cruisers
Twenty-one destroyers
Fifty-seven submarines
Zero carriers
Two obsolete battleships (from 1908).

In Production

Two  battleships,  one  carrier,  four  heavy  cruisers,  no  light  cruisers,  five  destroyers,  fifty-five
submarines.

The German Air Force was officially created in 1935, but the Germans had clandestinely prepared for
this event long before. The cooperation with the Soviet Union had included activity at the flying school
at Lipetsk. Additionally, sailplaning had been encouraged within Germany as a means to create a cadre



of experienced aviators. Civilian air transport was encouraged and, of course, many theoretical studies
on the employment of air power were conducted. All these efforts meant that the Germans did not
begin with a blank slate when the Luftwaffe was created.

Many different opinions on the use of air power were voiced in the interwar years. The most
extreme  position  was that  wars  would  virtually  be  decided  by  air  power  alone,  through  strategic
bombing. The idea was that the civilian population would not be able to stand up to the strain and that
they would demand their government to make peace. Such an argument was—roughly—put forward
by  Giulio  Douhet.  It  would  perhaps be  an  exaggeration  to  claim that  he  had  a  large  number  of
proselytes closely adhering to his prophesies, but many shared his emphasis on strategic bombing.

At first, the Germans remained tentative. The choice between a strategic air force and one that
was  an  integrated  component  in  joint  operations  was  perhaps  unintentionally  delayed.  When  the
Luftwaffe  was created,  strong voices promoting a  strategic  air  force  were  raised, but  the  planning
before 1933 had mainly presupposed an air force that would support the Army. By appointing Hermann
Goering as “Reichskommissar für die Luftwaffe” and Erhard Milch as Undersecretary of State for the
Air Force, the foundation for an independent air force was laid.24 Robert Knauss created the first draft
on the structure and tasks for the Luftwaffe, favoring a strategic air force not far removed from the
ideas  proposed  by  Giulio  Douhet.  However,  the  focus  gradually  shifted  to  joint  operations  and
particularly cooperation with the Army.25

Given the German strategic situation, there was perhaps little choice but to settle for an air force
mainly  cooperating  with  the  Army.  The  closest  and  most  dangerous  enemies—France,  Poland,
Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union—were land powers. In addition, experience from the Spanish
Civil War (in which the German Legion Condor had supported Franco) suggested that the emphasis
should  be  placed  on  inter-service  cooperation.  Douhet’s  beliefs  that  the  morale  of  the  civilian
population was fragile were not supported by the events of 1936–39. Exercises conducted in Germany
suggested that  protective measures could reduce the effects of air attacks on cities considerably.26

Later, the events that took place during World War II would show that the effects of strategic bombing
became clear only after prolonged and very extensive efforts; however, the Germans had neither time
nor strong availability of resources. It  was wiser for them to devote more resources to an air force
designed to cooperate with the Army.

It has been argued that the Germans made a mistake by not creating a powerful long-range air
force, but given their strategic situation it is doubtful whether such a project was realistic. During the
1930s, the most important enemies were not Britain, the Soviet Union or the US; rather, the German
armed forces had to be  able  to defeat  their  closest  neighbors,  such as Poland and France.  Unless
Germany  could  defeat  these  countries  (and  preferably  swiftly),  any  long-range  striking capability
would be quite irrelevant. To develop such a capability would have consumed too many resources to
allow success against her immediate neighbors. Indeed, it  is questionable whether Germany had the
industrial resources to create the long-range air force proposed, and particularly whether she could
provide it with sufficient fuel.

Eventually, the German Air Force mainly consisted of single-engine fighters with relatively short
endurance,  twin-engine  fighters  with  slightly  longer  range,  medium  bombers  with  good  but
unremarkable  range  and a  substantial number  of  reconnaissance  and transport  aircraft.  The  Ju 87
Stuka, which would become famous, was, in fact, not particularly numerous.



The Luftwaffe of 1939 had three main tasks. The first was to gain air superiority, for example by
attacking enemy airfields.  The  second was reducing the  enemy’s capability  to  conduct  operations,
which could be achieved by attacking communications, depots and similar targets. The third was to
support  the  efforts by other  German forces,  for  example  by reconnaissance,  air  transport  and fire
support.

These tasks should not be regarded as a strict  list  of roles to be adhered to by the Luftwaffe.
Rather, a flexible approach was preferred, allowing the Air Force to effectively engage in various kinds
of conflicts. However, the Luftwaffe did not prepare pilot training in sufficient numbers to cope with
the heavy losses that would occur later. World War II would prove to be a war of immense attrition,
and the Luftwaffe did not manage to prepare sufficiently for it.27

The Luftwaffe’s combat  units did not  only comprise aircraft.  Most  of the German antiaircraft
artillery belonged to Goering, although it often cooperated with the Army. In general, the flak available
was both numerous and of high quality. The Germans spent a comparatively large amount of resources
on antiaircraft artillery.

Airborne troops were an important component of the Luftwaffe. The parachutists were included
in the 7th Air Division, commanded by Lieutenant-General Kurt Student. Thus far, paratroopers were
untested in battle, but the Germans decided to place their faith in them.

Generally speaking, the composition of the Luftwaffe allowed it to influence many scenarios in
war. The main shortcomings could be attributed to lack of experience. It was not yet understood how
costly air operations would be, and the swiftness of rearmament did not allow sufficient inter-service
training.  However,  it  is  doubtful that  any other  air  force  did  a  much better  job  in  these  respects
—unrealistic expectations and insufficient training were widespread in other countries too.

The German Air Force

257 long-range reconnaissance aircraft
356 short-range reconnaissance aircraft
366 dive-bombers
1,176 bombers
40 ground-attack aircraft
552 transport aircraft
95 twin-engine fighters
771 single-engine fighters

The Army remained the most important component in the German armed forces, although this was not
necessarily reflected in its influence within Germany. Goering’s position in the Nazi hierarchy allowed
him to secure resources and influence for his Luftwaffe; however, the most likely scenarios of war
suggested that the Army would play the most important part. Enemies such as Poland and France were
first and foremost land powers, and they could only be subdued rapidly by a swift offensive on the
ground.

In the summer of 1939, the German officers were not yet convinced that Germany could win a



quick victory except against a single, weaker opponent like Poland. Technically, the German Army was
not particularly mobile. The number of motor vehicles was far from sufficient to create a motorized
army quite simply because the German economy was unable to produce sufficient  trucks and cars.
Only the US and Great Britain had the means to create fully motorized armies. Furthermore, the scant
availability of crude oil suggested that Germany would be hard-pressed to keep all the vehicles needed
for a motorized army moving. Between 80 and 90 percent of all crude oil production in the world was
controlled by the US or Great Britain, either as a result of territorial possession or trade agreement. The
Soviet Union controlled more than half of the remainder.28

Quite simply, very few major powers had the resources needed for a completely motorized army
or large long-range air force. Furthermore, a motorized army required a motor industry of vast capacity,
and only the US possessed such a capacity at the time. The fact that Britain could fully motorize its
Army was partly  attributable  to  the  fact  that  her  Army was quite  small.29  Among the  remaining
powers, Germany probably had the most motorized armed forces.

The chief of the general staff, Ludwig Beck, had resigned in protest against Hitler’s dangerous
foreign policy before the Czechoslovakian Crisis. Colonel-General Franz Halder assumed the position,
but Beck’s fears that the German Army would enter war with mostly obsolete tanks came true. The
lightly armored and poorly armed Panzer I and II made up most of the tank force in August 1939. The
Panzer  I  was only armed with machine  guns,  and the  Panzer  II  was fitted with a  2-cm gun with
projectiles that weighed less than 0.2 kilograms. These two types made up approximately 80 percent of
the tanks in the German Army.30

Perhaps the weaknesses of these two models could have been accepted if their mobility had been
excellent,  but  they were  not  far  above average  in that  respect.  The combat  power of the  German
Panzer troops owed little to the technical performance of the tanks. Neither could the German officers
expect that production of new tanks would alleviate the situation significantly. In 1939, a total of 743
tanks were manufactured in Germany. At that pace, three and a half years would elapse before all
Panzer Is and IIs could be replaced by more powerful models. This might not seem an undue amount of
time,  but  it  must  be  remembered  that  other  countries  were  also  producing tanks at  the  time;  for
example, 969 tanks left British factories in 1939, with the Soviet Union producing no fewer than 3,110
in the same year. Clearly, time was not working in the Germans’ favor.31

Neither did the Germans possess a qualitative edge in other weaponry. Like their predecessors in
1914,  the  infantry  divisions  dominated  the  German  Army  of  1939,  but  there  were  significant
differences within the infantry divisions themselves. However, it seems that the most important changes
were introduced during World War I. Before 1914, a German infantry regiment contained twelve rifle
companies and one machine-gun company. In the rifle companies, all the soldiers were armed with
rifles, while there were six machine guns in the machine-gun company. Thus the infantry regiment was
an almost “pure” rifle unit. World War I witnessed substantial changes. By the end of 1916, there was
already one machine-gun company per infantry battalion, which also included a mortar platoon and an
additional fire support platoon. Additionally, other weapons were often attached to the battalion, such
as flamethrowers and assault engineers.32

As a result of all these changes, a 1916 battalion commander had a far more diversified arsenal to
coordinate than a regiment commander had been responsible for in 1914. In some cases, the trend was
carried further down in the organization. The assault battalions created in the German Army during



World War I contained mixed companies and even mixed platoons.
The importance of combining several different weapons was one of the most important lessons the

Germans absorbed from World War I. Equally important was the conclusion that coordination of them
should occur far down in the organization. These principles were adhered to when the Germans created
new units in the interwar years, be it infantry divisions or armored formations.

As  the  German  equipment  was  hardly  much  better  than  the  weaponry  possessed  by  their
opponents, the German Army had to rely on some other kind of advantage. Little else remained except
what can be termed “intellectual capital.” This included the basic perception of the essentials of war,
and the Germans put added emphasis on personnel rather than equipment. This was clearly stated by
the basic German Army field manual, the Heeresdienstvorschrift  300, which was usually known as
“Truppenführung:”

The  importance  of  the  individual  soldier  remains  decisive,  despite  technology; his  importance  has
increased as battles are fought dispersed.

The emptiness of the battlefield demands independently thinking and acting fighters, who consider
every situation and utilize them determinedly and daringly, fully aware that success depends upon each
man.

The quality of the  commander and his  men determines  the  combat power of the  unit.  Superior
combat power can offset numerical inferiority.

From the youngest soldier to the highest commander is in all situations the greatest, independent
commitment of all spiritual, mental and physical powers  demanded.  Only thus  can the unit attain its
maximum performance in a coordinated way. Only thus emerge men who even in the gravest situations
maintain their courage and determination, thereby bringing weaker comrades along in daring deeds.33

Such emphasis on independence, decision-making and keenness to take initiative was not empty words;
German soldiers frequently displayed these  traits in action.  This supports the  notion that  the  most
important component in the German efforts to create battle-worthy units was the personnel, something
that is also evident in the German views on command and decision-making on the battlefield. A few
paragraphs from Truppenführung are illuminating:

36. The mission and the situation constitute the basis for command. The mission indicates the aim to be
achieved. He who has received it must not lose sight of it. A mission that contains several assignments
may divert attention from the main task.

Uncertainty  remains  the  rule.  Seldom can precise  knowledge on the  enemy be obtained.  It  is
demanded that clarity should be strived for, but to wait for intelligence in a tense situation is seldom a
sign of strong-willed leadership, rather it is often a serious error.

37. From the mission and the situation, the decision is derived. If the mission is insufficient as basis
for decision, or if the situation has changed, a decision must reflect these circumstances. Anyone who
cancels  or  changes  a  mission assumes  responsibility  and has  to  report  it.  He  must  however act  in
accordance with the overall situation … When the decision has been made, it should not be changed
unless good reasons exist. However, in war, rigid adherence to a decision can result in serious errors. To
identify the proper moment and circumstances to make a new decision is art of command.34

The following is stated in paragraph 75:



Orders may only be binding to the extent that circumstances can be foreseen. However, orders must often
be issued in unclear situations.

Paragraph 3 provides an explanation, based on the  German view on the  character of war,  for the
content of the paragraphs above:

The situations that can occur during war are of infinite multiplicity. They change often and unexpectedly.
Seldom can they be foreseen. Incalculable entities often influence the events substantially. The own will
conflicts with the independent will of the enemy. Friction and error are commonplace.

The  three  initial  sentences  in  paragraph  37  are  particularly  interesting as  they  clearly  prioritize
assessment of the situation before orders are received. However, given the view on the uncertainty of
war expressed in paragraphs 3 and 75, it is virtually a logical conclusion.

The  Truppenführung  can  be  regarded  as  an  update  of  the  older  Führung  und  Gefecht  der
Verbundenen Waffen from 1921. Many paragraphs were lifted almost unchanged into the new manual.
The last two of those given above are such examples, but they were formulated in a more concise—yet
clearer—way. An important  difference is the sentence: “Anyone who cancels or changes a mission
assumes responsibility and has to report it.” The older manual read: “… any commander who cancels
or changes a mission assumes responsibility and has to report it.” Thus the newer field manual allowed
everyone  the  same  freedom and  responsibility  that  was  previously  reserved  for  commanders—an
example of how decision-making was pushed down in the organization.

This German approach contrasted sharply to the French doctrine. A recurring theme in French
military art during the interwar period is the “methodical battle.” This meant that actions had to be
carried  out  with  precision  and  careful  synchronization,  which  was  given  precedence  over  quick
decision-making and local initiative. Centralized decision-making was emphasized and little room for
initiative at lower command echelons was allowed.35

Good communications were crucial. The Germans used a variety of radio and wire communications to transmit
information. Photo courtesy of Krigsarkivet, Stockholm.

This differed starkly from the German art of war, where initiative was almost demanded at all



levels. Furthermore, the German emphasis on local initiative was closely connected to the emphasis on
time. Quick decision-making and issuing of orders were encouraged. Equally important was swiftness
of execution, which required quick decision-making at  all levels. If  only the top commander made
decisions,  unexpected  events—which  were  very  common in  war—would  delay  the  execution.  By
conducting battles  and  other  actions  rapidly,  the  Germans intended  to  put  the  enemy units  in  an
awkward situation,  causing them to be  surprised or in an unfavorable  position.  Thus the  Germans
hoped to get the upper hand despite their lack of other advantages. Most importantly, the Germans
could conduct operations quicker due to the way they distributed decision-making, responsibility and
initiative. This helped to compensate for the fact that German vehicles and aircraft were not generally
faster than those of their opponents.

There were a few other important ideas that shaped the German art of war. One of them was the
thinking around the concept of main effort. By concentrating resources to the area where the chances
of success were greatest, a rapid decision could be forced. Dissipation of resources and efforts should
be avoided. However, this concept was used flexibly; for example, a commander could denote a unit as
main effort, thus indicating that other units should subordinate their actions to the unit designated as
main effort by the commander.

The Germans sought decisive results, so attacks that  only pushed the enemy back were to be
avoided. Instead, they focused on the thorough defeat of the enemy to prevent them from being able to
fight again. Encirclement was emphasized for this reason, preventing the enemy from retreating, as well
as cutting off supply lines.

The focus on encirclement was connected to operational thinking that had been prominent in the
German Army since at least the middle of the nineteenth century.36 Different results could be achieved
depending on spatial and temporal scale, not  least  as a consequence of cutting the enemy’s supply
lines.  Occasionally,  days  or  even  weeks  could  pass  before  the  enemy’s  combat  capabilities  were
significantly impaired due to their supply lines being cut  off. Many small encirclements were more
difficult to conduct; sufficient depth was often required to prevent the encirclement being too loose and
thereby  difficult  to  maintain.  Encirclements  were  accordingly  more  profitable  if  conducted  at  the
operational level, from corps to army group level.37

Finally, the German Army emphasized offense. Defense was regarded as a temporary posture that
could not produce decisive results. However, a wise combination of defense and attack could be the
best alternative. Nevertheless, the German emphasis on offense should not be exaggerated—many of
the traits fostered by offensive training were also useful in defense.

The German Army

Six Panzer divisions (plus one ad hoc Panzer division “Kempf”)
Four light divisions (mechanized)
Four motorized divisions
Three mountain divisions
Eighty-four infantry divisions
One cavalry brigade



In 1939, the German armed forces had no superiority in numbers. A war against a weaker opponent,
such as Poland, could be won by sheer force, but Germany could not similarly defeat major powers like
France,  Britain  or  the  Soviet  Union.  Furthermore,  the  German capacity  for  a  prolonged  war  was
decidedly inferior. Given these limitations, a particular Blitzkrieg concept for winning wars in short
campaigns would have been advantageous for the Germans, but neither their military forces nor the
industrial  and  economical  capabilities  backing  them  up  had  been  thus  designed.  Instead,  they
proceeded from their fundamental views on the character of war to identify the characteristics needed
by armed forces to enable them to function well despite friction, hardships, the fog of war, and all the
other difficulties in battle. New technology might well fit into the German concept, but it was not the
starting point.

Despite the lack of superiority, Hitler had decided to proceed with his aggressive foreign policy.
He ordered plans to be drawn up for a full-scale attack on Poland that was to be initiated before the fall
rains. He simultaneously intensified his diplomatic efforts, believing that the western powers would not
go to war over Poland. In a sense, this conclusion was reasonable as they had not resorted to arms to
save Czechoslovakia. Perhaps Hitler was more concerned about what Stalin might do. In August, he
sent his foreign secretary, Joachim von Ribbentrop, to Moscow for negotiations. An agreement was
quickly reached that the two major powers would divide Poland between them. Other parts of Eastern
Europe were also divided into a German and a Soviet sphere of interest.

While the diplomatic maneuvers proceeded, the German armed forces continued the planning and
preparations for an attack on Poland. Nobody could know how a future war would end, but by the end
of August, the Germans had gathered as strong a force as they dared along their eastern border.


