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WORLD WAR Il INFANTRY TACTICS:

British Army training photograph
taken just before the war showing
the firing of the 3in (76.2mm)
mortar, the standard battalion-
level weapon throughout the
war. The man on the right has
the slung leather case in which
the removable sights were
carried, and holds the muzzle
cap: replacing this after a

shoot prevented any accidental
discharge. A rate of ten rounds
per minute was perfectly
feasible for short periods. The
total weight of the equipment

in action was 112lb.

COMPANY & BATTALION

INTRODUCTION

[4

PEOPLE WAXES AND WANES according to the worth of its army: the
army lives or dies on its infantry.” Such was the extreme point of
view expressed in the German recruiting booklet Offizier Im
Grossdeutschen Heerin 1942, Nevertheless, it was true that despite massive
technological advances made between 1939 and 1945, success was still
confirmed by the infantry: the men who finally seized the enemy ground
and occupied it. Less obviously, in weaponry and tactics the infantry
made great strides during World War II. As the British instructor Capt
Tom Winteringham pointed out in 1943, with the authority of a veteran
of the International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War:

‘Infantry, in this period of the Blitzkrieg, is an arm which fights tanks
and planes as well as men. It can only do so if it is given new weapons:
explosives, anti-tank mines and grenades, anti-
aircraft and anti-tank guns. It is at the same time
given field guns, directly under the control of the
infantry or regimental commanders, because
owing to the rapidity of the modern battle there is
no longer time for separate arms in separate
organizations to function together. In this way an
infantry brigade or regiment becomes a unit
of all arms, and even smaller units become self-
contained “little armies on their own”. This
process develops in the direction indicated by the
words “combat team”; any part of a fighting force
at any time tends to become a team of several
arms closely integrated together.’

In the first book of this two-part study we
examined the basic infantry building blocks
(squads or sections, and platoons) in the main
armies of the European war — those of Germany,
the British Commonwealth and the United States'.
In this second half we look at the operations of
companies and battalions, with their supporting
infantry weapons — machine guns and mortars;
and at the interactions between infantry and
armour - the critical shift from apparent infantry
dominance to tank superiority, and, with the aid
of new lightweight anti-tank weapons, the struggle
of the infantry to regain its former place.

1 Elite 105, World War Il Infantry Tactics: Squad and Platoon




France, 1939: men of the Royal
Warwickshires are posed
manning a camoufiaged front
line trench, bayonets fixed,
while the company commander
prepares a message. The
continuous trench line,
reminiscent of World War |,

is a textbook example of the
defences recommended in
Infantry Training (1937);

such elaboration would be
unusual later in the war.

(War Office Official)

COMPANY & BATTALION

According to the US manual Infantry Battalion of 1944:

‘The battalion is the basic tactical unit of Infantry. It usually operates
as an element of the infantry regiment. Its mission is assigned by the
regimental commander, and its actions are coordinated with those of
other units of the regiment. Exceptionally the batalion may be
detached from the regiment to perform an independent mission.’

In this, US and German practice were essentially similar. In the
British system, single battalions of different regiments were mixed
together to form brigades; even so, regimental tradition was strong,
and as Lt Alistair Borthwick of 5th Seaforths put it: ‘The individuality
of battalions is not, as might be imagined, a sentimental fiction: in
war they can consume twice their weight in recruits and remain
unmistakably themselves.’

The battalion required a huge amount of organization. Merely to
document the equipment of a 1941 British battalion needed a booklet
of 49 pages. Such a list was bewildering in its detail and complexity,
including everything from ‘Cellular drawers, short (summer only)’, 31
pairs of which were in the safekeeping of the headquarters, through to
the seven ‘Kettles, camp, oval 12-quart’ which were usually ‘left at base’.
The cobblers’ materials alone filled a page, and in addition to 141b of
hobnails listed over a thousand individual pieces, tools, and spares.
Actually doing anything required a further flood of paper. The assault
crossing of a single dyke in Holland — Operation ‘Guy Fawkes’ in
November 1944 — required five closely typed pages of ‘Battalion
Operation Order’. Such brevity was only achieved by means of so
many abbreviations and codewords as to make the whole virtually
unintelligible to the uninitiated.

German tactical doctrine

After early successes, it was the Germans who set the tactical agenda. This
being the case, it is remarkable how incompletely German methods have
been described for the English-speaking readership. Contemporary
translations such as German Infantry in Action: Minor Tactics, and the
1940 Handbook, give only
partial summaries. Farrer-
Hockley’s groundbreaking
work  omitted  crucial
elements, while Gajkowski
looks primarily at the
squad, working back from
an incomplete US wartime
translation.

In all branches of the
Wehrmacht or armed forces,
traditionallv the ‘school of
the nation’, theory and
staff work were strong. The
foundation of the German
approach to infantry tactics
was the pre-war service



regulation HDV 300/1, the Truppenfiihrung or ‘troop leading’. Punningly
referred to as the Tante Frieda (‘Aunt Frieda'), this was primarily the work
of Generaloberst Ludwig Beck. The thinking outlined in its introduction
underpinned all other tactical doctrine. Warfare, so it said, was ‘an art’,
but one which rested on science and made the very highest demands
upon individual character. Warfare was under constant development,
and its changes had to be predicted and evaluated, its variety being
limitless. Perhaps most importantly, it was a subject impossible to
‘exhaustively summarize’; therefore it was the ‘principles’ of regulations
which were important, applied according to circumstance. Also stressed
was the role of the individual and the human factor:

‘Despite technology, the value of the man is the deciding factor;
scattered fighting has made it more significant. The emptiness of the
battlefield demands those fighters who can think and act for themselves,
those who exploit every situation in a considered, decisive, bold manner,
those full of conviction that success is the responsibility of every man.
Inurement to physical effort, to self regard, willpower, self confidence and
daring enable the man to become master of the most serious situations.’

In hindsight, another inspirational document was Erwin Rommel’s
Infanterie Greifi an (“The Infantry Attacks’), a digest of tactical observations
on battle in World War I that was first published in 1937. According to one
source it was Hitler’s reading of this volume which first prompted him to
appoint Rommel to his headquarters the following year.

Great stress was put on tactical training: as trainee infantry officer
Armin Scheiderbauer put it, the army service regulation HDV 130/2a
Schiitzenkompanie (‘Rifle Company’) ‘was the bible’. It covered not only
sections, but also platoons and companies:

‘All that was contained in 670 points. Infantry officer training,
however, not only required the knowledge necessary to command a
section, a platoon or company, but also knowledge of the heavy
weapons, i.e. the heavy machine gun, the heavy mortar, the light and
heavy infantry guns, and the anti-tank gun. It covered training in horse
riding and driving, the latter including both horse-drawn and
motorized vehicles.” Yet, in Scheiderbauer’s opinion, even better than
the official regulations was ‘Reibert’:

German cycle troops on the
march, 1939, Bicycles remained
in infantry establishments until
the end of the war, when
Volksgrenadier divisions had
complete cycle regiments. Note
the wagon at the end of the
column: steel-bodied Hf7
infantry wagons could weigh
over 2 tons laden, and were
colloquially known as ‘horse-
murderers’.




British infantry battalion
organization, from the US
Handbook of the British Army
(1943). Note that the anti-tank
rifle is still listed as a platoon
weapon. By 1944 the HQ Coy
had lost the Carrier, Pioneer
and Mortar Pins to a new
Support Coy, which also

had an AT Ptn with 6x 6pdr
guns; the AA Ptn had been
disbanded.

‘It was named after its author Dr W.Reibert, Hauptmann and
company commander. A 300-page compendium, it was entitled Der
Dienstunterricht im Heere (‘Service Instructions in the Army’). We used the
green-bound edition for men of the Schiitzenkompanie. The Reibert
was an excellent systematic compendium of all the training material...’

The highly regarded Reibert was therefore unofficial, but drew
extensively on official literature; yet it was not always the latest word.
Comparison of the 1940 and 1942 editions shows relatively little
updating, and many of the illustrations were lifted directly from
publications of the 1930s.
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German battalion attacks

These were frequently made on a narrow frontage of 400 to 1,000 metres,
with a specific ‘point of main effort’ or Schwerpunkt as chief objective.
Assaults could be frontal, Frontaler Angriff, or preferably, Flankenangriff,
flank attacks. Enveloping attacks with the front pinned were dubbed
Umfassener Angriff — interestingly, this German term also contains the
ideas of ‘putting one’s arm around’ or encirclement. A Fliigelangriff or
‘wing attack’ was also recognized; in this, though unable to attack the
opposition flank at right angles, the German infantry would drive
obliquely into the enemy wing. Flanks were obvious points to attack, and
even where none existed at the start they could be created by manoeuvre,
or by picking out a weak point from an otherwise continuous enemy line.
Attacks could be made directly from the line of march, ‘shaking out’ into
aggressive formations from the columns of advance.

Although battalion commanders were encouraged to set up their
command post in sight of the action, and company commanders were to
‘arrange for constant close reconnaissance’, time was vital; preparations
were expected to take no more than 40 minutes from striking an
obstruction to the assault. The common model was a threefold
development, as Reibert explained:

Heranarbeiten, or working forward until within range for the ‘break in’.
Einbruch, or breaking into the enemy position.

Kampf in der Tiefenzone, or ‘fighting in the deep zone’, within the
enemy position.

Winning the Feuerkampf or fire fight was an integral part of both
attacking and defensive action, which demanded use of terrain and
fieldcraft. The fire fight could itself be divided into three major phases:
Niederhalten, or pinning down the enemy with the lead elements, up to a
company in strength, with support from machine guns and mortars,
while reconnaissance was completed and assault units were deployed.
Blenden, or ‘dazzling’ the defenders with shooting and smoke, denying
them observation, and hampering their firing.

Niederkampfen, or winning the fire fight and beating down the enemy,
culminating in the actual assault into the enemy position.

As Handbook on the German Army observed, German methods
stressed boldness and skill
in infiltration by:

‘... small detachments
[that] penetrate between
enemy posts which they
engage from the flanks and
rear. They often attempt to
create the impression of
large numbers by a liberal
expenditure of ammunition
... Reliance on prompt and
efficient fire support of
considerable volume from
their heavier weapons
which are handled with
great skill and dash, and
are brought into action

The German 7.5cm leichtes
Infanteriegeschiitz 18 or ‘light
infantry gun’, a short howitzer
capable of firing high explosive
or hollow charge shells to just
over 4,000 yards. Six light

and two heavy 15cm guns

(or alternatively, eight light
guns) formed the infantry gun
company which was an integral
part of each German three-
battalion regiment in 1939.

A similar complement of close
support ‘infantry artillery' was
retained as an independent
‘regimental company’ in the
1944-type infantry divisions.
The US infantry regiment had

a similar Cannon Company with
6x short 105mm howitzers; the
equivalent British three-battalion
infantry brigade had no integral
artillery.




well forward. Units are lavishly supported by infantry guns as well as anti-
tank guns, mortars and machine guns, and the co-operation between
these weapons and infantry is excellent. Where necessary, support is
given by dive bomber aircraft.’

Where resistance rested on fortifications, different types of troops
including infantry and engineers, with various weapons, could be
brought together in ad hoc groups to achieve the task in hand. The idea
of using ‘assault detachments’ (Stosstruppe) for special tasks was not new;
the concept was indeed familiar enough to become the subject of jokes.
As the British publication War, the fortnightly journal of the Army
Bureau of Current Affairs, explained:

‘Assault parties, creeping forward with explosives and perhaps flame
throwers, are a normal feature of infantry technique: so normal indeed,
that a humorous article in a German paper gives the following advice to
troops on leave... they must be careful to respect civilian habits almost
forgotten at the front. If the front door is shut, the proper thing is not
to blow it open with a charge in the normal way; for the custom of the
country is to ring the bell.”

A typical assault detachment was outlined in German Infantry in
Action: Minor Tactics of 1941. This consisted of several sub-sections: ‘wire-
cutting parties’ of three or four men for each gap to be made; similarly
strong ‘embrasure destroying parties’; two or three ‘support parties’,
and a ‘smoke party’ of two or three. Under cover of heavy support fire
and smoke, the wire parties were to advance and clear the wire by
means of explosives and wire cutters, making use of grenades as
required. Once this was achieved the embrasure parties would dash
through the gaps, making use of dead ground to approach the weapon
embrasures in the enemy position and destroy them with charges.
Added refinements included attached flame throwers, the use of cans
of petrol which could be ignited by a round from a flare pistol, and
grenades dropped through loopholes.

The key to larger scale battalion tactics was co-operation between the
various elements: as Vol 2 of the 1940 German Schiitzenkompanie
manual Ausbildungsvorschrift fiir die Infanterie put it, ‘Only the tightly
combined efforts of all the weapons of the company, working with the
heavy weapons, brings success. The rifleman therefore needs to learn
how to co-ordinate his efforts in order to achieve mutual effectiveness...
He must accustom himself to other weapons firing past him or
overhead.” Terrain was also central to success; in the words of
Schiitzenkompanie, “Terrain and use of cover either facilitate battle action
or make it more difficult, and it influences the determination of the
soldier. Skilful use of the terrain is the most efficacious means towards
weakening the effect of enemy fire.’

Out of the Stosstruppe and close working with supporting arms evolved
the Kampfgruppe or ‘battle group’, an amalgam of different troop types
brought together for a combat task. There was seldom a ‘standard’
Kampfgruppe, but the Regimental Officer’s Handbook of the German Army
(1943) outlines a model in which a Panzergrenadier battalion is
combined with two squadrons of a tank regiment, an anti-tank company,
an engineer platoon, and a troop of light anti-aircraft weapons. As the
US Handbook of 1945 observed, ‘Coordination between the combined
arms under a strong unified command is, the Germans emphasise, an



absolute requisite’ to shock tactics. This close working became more
rather than less crucial as Allied forces learned better methods and
introduced more effective anti-tank weapons.

British tactics
Although British tactics of 1939 and 1940, as outlined in the manuals
Infantry Tactics and Infantry Section Leading, were more similar to their
German counterparts than many sources would lead us to believe, there
was an undeniable assimilation of enemy ideas in the wake of Dunkirk.
The key tactical concepts listed in the 1942 Operations manual were: fire,
to dominate the battlefield and overcome the enemy’s fire; concentration,
of both fire and ‘will power’, at a point of decision; security; surprise; and
co-operation. The same year the provisional Instructors’ Handbook on
Fielderaft and Battle Drill stressed such matters as infiltration, use of smoke,
and platoons being reorganized into sections with pioneers for attack on
fortifications — all elements represented in the German literature. It also
outlined the theory of the ‘Main Effort’ on a narrow frontage, another
significant parallel with German battalion and company tactical schemes.
Detailed plans for attack were usually developed at brigade level as a
result of reconnaissance and planning by ‘R groups’, and transmitted
down to the unit through the meeting of ‘O’ or ‘orders groups’ comprising
officers (and sometimes senior NCOs) of the units involved, near to the
place where action was expected.

In terms of company attack drills for frontal assaults, British
instructions of 1942 offer three basic methods:
Attack by sections in extended order The sections move forward taking
advantage of the ground in the familiar manner.
The ‘pepperpot’ method The sections advance in extended order, but when
they are held up by effective fire they each break down into three sub-
groups, which advance independently, running about 20 yards before
dropping down again. This was intended to present the enemy with only
fleeting and dispersed targets, and was thought particularly effective for
attacks through standing crops and hayfields.

Normandy, June 1944: Ptes
Jones and Renwick of the
Durham Light Infantry, 50th

Div - unusually, 151 Bde

then comprised three sister
battalions of the Durhams (6th,
8th & 9th). They are operating a
No.18 radio, the standard issue
set for company/battalion
communications, which had a
maximum voice range of 5 miles.
Note the operator’s Sten gun.
(Imperial War Museum)

The ‘lane’ method The infantry advance in single
files or ‘snakes’, using dead ground to form up.
This leaves clear lanes down which the Bren guns
can maintain continuous fire until the last
possible moment, aiding the attack.

The ‘lane’ method has been criticized, partic-
ularly by Harrison-Place, on the grounds that it was
too complex for impromptu action. Though it may
have had some validity in the set piece attack, it was
not stressed in Infantry Training (1944), in favour
of more fluid action, and a general instruction that
attack from the flanks was preferable, so allowing
“covering fire to continue right up to the moment
the assault goes in’. ‘Pepperpots’ were no longer
known as such in 1944, but appear to have survived
as just one of several forms of fire and movement.
The maxim ‘Down; Crawl; Observe; Fire' was still
taught — probably because it was easy to remember
and practical to apply.
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A column of German
Gebirgsjéger (mountain rifies)
prepare to move off, ¢.1940.
Although some motor transport
is visible at left, most of the
kit - including the medical
equipment, centre - is loaded
on pack horses. The men carry
rucksacks, and display the
Edelweiss right sleeve badge
of this branch.

Though never developed to the extent of the German model, the idea
of ad hoc combat groups became more accepted. Manpack flame
throwers, for example, could be part of the battalion. By the end of the war
the Tactical Handling of Flame Throwers (1945) was recommending that
‘Lifebuoy’ and ‘Ackpack’ types be held in readiness for specific tasks, to
‘form an integral part of the attack’, preferably as part of a surprise action.
Although the chief impact was ‘moral’ it was noted that the flame was
highly lethal both through burning its victims and by asphyxiation. It was
also observed that flame jets had the useful characteristics of ‘ricocheting
into apertures’, and forming sticky blobs, which were very difficult to
extinguish. Unignited ‘wet’ shots could also be delivered, then ignited by
the next gout of flame. Nearby infantry would co-operate by giving cover
as the flame throwers advanced, then attack as soon as the flame ceased.

As time progressed different attacking methods, using more or less of
the battalion forward, were tried out. Anecdotal evidence suggests that
cumulative experience in North Africa, Italy, and eventually the close
country of Normandy led to smaller elements being used as ‘opening
bids’. Terrain and economy of resources doubtless played significant
parts, but it has also been observed that advancing troops were often in
ignorance of the opposition. Under such circumstances a single section
of a platoon, or a single platoon of a company, would be sufficient to
test the situation. If the enemy opened fire the British commander
would then have the bulk of his force in hand ready to deploy the
main firepower against the revealed locations. Frequently there was an
understandable tendency to lean too heavily on the barrage, and a good
deal of the infantry officer’s task was directed at getting his men to
shoot, and to act independently and intelligently under fire. As might be
imagined, this was not necessarily easy when faced with a determined
enemy with the benefit of good cover.

It is interesting that by 1943 much of the terminology used for British
battalion attack plans was identical to that used by the US Army, and that in
both cases the underlying concepts were similar to those of the Germans.

US battalion command
The US battalion methods were also shaped by learning from the
enemy, and the result was some particularly thorough tactical manuals, In
the US appreciation, the
battalion commander’s role
was particularly demanding.
As the Staff Officer’s Field
Manual of 1940 put it,
‘the commander alone is
responsible to his superior
for all that his unit does or
fails to do. He cannot shift
that responsibility to his
staff or to subordinate com-
manders.” Infantry Baitalion
(1944) gave a full profile of
the ideal:

‘Aggressiveness and the
ability to take prompt and



decisive actions are prime requisites for a successful battalion
commander. By these qualities he inspires confidence. By his boldness,
energy, and initiative he influences both individual and collective
conduct and performance... The battalion commander is responsible
to the regimental commander for the condition and operations of the
battalion. He meets this responsibility by anticipation; by timely decisions,
plans and orders; and by supervision of execution... In preparation for
combat, the mission of the battalion commander is to bring his unit to a
high state of combat proficiency. He subordinates administration to
training. He encourages initiative, ingenuity, and aggressiveness amongst
his company officers. Having indicated his policies and given his orders,
he allows his subordinates maximum freedom of action.’

Given the complexity of the job, it was obvious that key tasks would
have to be delegated. In the US system the ‘battalion staff’ comprised
five officers: the executive officer, ‘XO’, or second in command; the
adjutant or ‘S1’; the intelligence officer or ‘S2’; the operations &
training officer, ‘S3’; and the supply officer, ‘S4'. Additionally, officers of
sub-units also assumed specialist staff’ duties within the battalion, and
liaison officers could also be appointed from adjacent units. Under
combat conditions the battalion headquarters was so arranged that it
could function continuously throughout an operation, night and day,
with officers able to substitute for one another.

In US doctrine, the combat tasks of the battalion commander were
termed ‘troop leading’ — a direct translation of the German equivalent.
Time and thinking ahead were pivotal factors, since ‘combat usually
consists of a series of connected incidents most of which must be acted
upon immediately’. Reconnaissance and planning with the aid of maps
and his S3 would be followed by the issue of ‘battalion field orders’.
These were preferably relayed in advance in the form of ‘warning
orders’, but could also be given in what we might now term real time, as
‘fragmentary orders’. Where the battalion commander gathered his
subordinates and spoke to them directly ‘oral orders’ were given, but
the commander had to be sure that what he said was in ‘simple, clear,
and concise language’.

US Army battalion organization,
and HQ Company organization,
from the manual Infantry
Battalion (1944).
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German infantry battalion
organization, as used in 1944-
type divisions, from the US
manual Handbook on German
Military Forces (1945).

manned by the ‘battalion
headquarters section’. The
key NCOs were the sergeant-major, the intelligence sergeant, and the
clerk with his typewriter. The ‘operations sergeant’ assisted the S2 and
53 officers. The main maps used in combat were the ‘operation map’
and the ‘situation map’. This last was a ‘graphic record of the tactical
situation at any time’, and was kept by the operations sergeant.
Although the commander’s tactical decisions and dispositions in battle
were to be based on the ‘immediate situation’, any routine features
could be covered by ‘standing operating procedure’.

Communications were vital, to bring down artillery fire where
and when it was wanted, and make possible changes of plan that
would have been unthinkable in earlier conflicts. Most armies
had radio communication down to company level, an important
factor in making companies significant tactical units. The US Army
had the most sophisticated communications network. The SCR300,
weighing about 32Ib, was a backpack model Signal Corps Radio giving
a voice range of up to 5 miles, and was used for communication
between companies and battalion. Shorter range SCR536 ‘handie-
talkie’ radios were eventually issued down to platoon level. In Europe
the elements of US battalions used their sets for rapid communication,
commonly voice to voice, without codes or scrambling. It was assumed,
often correctly, that in fast-moving local tactical circumstances
the enemy would be hard pressed to intercept, understand, and act
on any information which the system might let slip. Nevertheless,
even American accounts suggest that US officers could be
‘notoriously talkative’,



US offensive tactics
Infantry Battalion (1944)
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- effectively, a partial

deployment. The approach march would normally be ordered by the
regimental commander, but could also be initiated by battalion
commanders to reduce loss to their own units. In any case the battalion
commander would soon issue his own orders, making sure to include
details of enemy and friendly dispositions; the mission; ‘phase lines’;
frontages; and special orders for subordinate units. Frontage
instructions regulated movement and helped determine the
boundaries between sub-units, while phase lines — to be crossed at a
certain time or in the event of a specific circumstance — gave the
battalion commander control in battle. Under normal visibility phase
lines were commonly 1,000 to 2,000 yards apart. Objectives could be
expressed in terms of specific locations, or directions, and were
commonly allotted to individual companies.

Formations were to be dictated by terrain, width of the zone of advance,
and whether flanks were protected. A pointed triangular formation of one
company forward and one echeloned either side to its rear was deemed
particularly suitable when neither flank was secure, or when ‘prompt
enveloping action’ might be required toward either flank. Advancing with
two companies forward in line was more suitable in restricted visibility or
where the zone of advance was wide. Three companies in line was best
avoided, though drawing out ‘flank patrols’ from a rear company might be
required, Machine gun sections and platoons and a mortar section could
be detailed to follow the leading companies, or might be directly attached.
According to the textbook a battalion was capable of delivering ‘a
powerful attack’ on a frontage of 500 to 1,000 yards.

The battalion anti-tank gun platoon’s ideal position was between the
leading and second echelons, the distance between echelons being
commonly 100 to 200 yards. Reconnaissance was vital, being planned,
continuous and progressive, taking full advantage of concealment,
defilade, and whatever maps and photographs were available. When
covering forces were ‘sufficiently strong’ the battalion commander
could come forward in person so as to obtain ‘early information’. The

German infantry (‘grenadier’)
battalion organization used
in the new Volksgrenadier
divisions, from late 1944.
Despite the shrinking of this
establishment due to Germany's
massive manpower | 5
the proportion of automatic
weapons for close combat was
h incr d h,’ repl il'lg
two rifle platoons in each
company with ‘sub-machine gun
platoons’. By 1945 these were
gradually being re-equipped with
the Sturmgewehr 44 assault
rifle. Battalion strength then
totalled 642 all ranks, with 309x
bolt-action rifles but 253x
5tG44, and 30x LMG; 8x HMG,
6x 8cm mortars, 4x 7.5cm
infantry guns; 3x motorcyles and
only 2x motor vehicles, but 70
horse-drawn. Only a company’s
1st Platoon was now led by
an officer, the others by NCOs.
From Handbook on German
Military Forces (1945).
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approach march was made ‘aggressively’ from one phase line to the
next, with junior commanders using their own initiative to take
advantage of terrain, avoiding or hurrving past crossroads or features
likely to be registered by hostile artillery or under observation.

In the event of a ‘meeting engagement’ or collision with a moving
enemy force, the US appreciation was that the time element was vital,
and that it was the party which attacked ‘first in a decisive direction’ that
would win the advantage. In such an eventuality battalion commanders
already engaged would remain commanding their units, sending a
staff officer to receive orders from the regiment; unengaged battalion
commanders would report in person.

‘At the outset, a meeting engagement is a piecemeal attack, units
being given missions and committed to action as they become available.
Speed in launching the attack and rapidity of action are more vital at
this stage than thoroughly coordinated and powerful fire support.” In
practice, however, meeting engagements were rare, and powerful fire
support was usual in what the manual described as attack against
organized positions. In such an eventuality:

‘... the battalion attacks by combining fire and manoeuvre to close
with the enemy and then by employing shock action completes his
destruction or capture. Fire weakens the enemy by inflicting casualties
and neutralises his elements by forcing them to take cover; in the
presence of the enemy, fire must be used to protect all movement not
masked by cover, or fog, smoke or other conditions of reduced visibility.
Through manoeuvre, the battalion increases its fire effect by decreasing
range and by placing elements in positions on the hostile flank from
which they can develop convergent fires; by manoeuvre, also, the battalion
advances its attacking echelon close enough to the hostile position to
permit their assault to be made with hand grenades and the bayonet.’

Two types of battalion ‘attack manoeuvre’ were recognized: ‘envel-
opment’ and ‘penetration’. It was seldom possible to envelop the enemy
immediately so as to attack his flanks and rear, but often an initial
frontal attack could be so developed as to create a penetration, into
which machine guns and other weapons could be inserted so as to
create a flank attack. Since terrain was unlikely to be uniform it was
desirable that the commander concentrate his efforts at a selected
point, usually the weakest in the enemy dispositions. This concentrated
point was the ‘main attack’; but he was cautioned against using this
term, presumably because men committed to the ‘secondary’ attacks
would be less willing to hazard their lives.

‘Secondary attacks’ were important mainly as a means of holding or
pinning the enemy, confusing him as to where the main blow would fall.
In any event, it was desirable to hold back a reserve to exploit enemy
weakness, or to strike the final blow. Depending on the information
available, this could vary from a single platoon up to two whole companies.
Perhaps the most common arrangement was to commit one COInPale
each to the main and secondary attacks, keeping the third back to
reinforce the main thrust or turn a flank. The battalion commander was
to remain flexible, carrying out his plan ‘vigorously but not blindly’,
remaining ready to exploit opportunities as they arose, and if need be
moving his main attack to a better point. In these particulars battalion
level attacks had much in common with higher strategy.



Pre-war photograph showing the
MG34 used in the sustained fire
role on its tripod mount, here
angled close to the ground to
allow the crew to fire prone.

The No.1 is looking through the
x3 power prismatic telescopic
sight while the gun commander
observes with binoculars.

MACHINE GUN SUPPORT

The machine gun was frequently the key support weapon of the infantry
battle. It aided the attack, but was probably at its most dramatically
effective in defence. Machine gun fire alone was perfectly capable of
halting an advance, as B Company, 4th Bn Somerset Light Infantry would
discover near Mont Pincon in Normandy. Lieutenant Sydney Jary recalled:

‘The forward platoon... had barely crossed the stream when
concentrated Spandau fire came from the front and both flanks. There
must have been about twelve machine guns firing at one time. This
devastating firepower stopped the battalion dead in its tracks. There was
no way forward or around it and no way to retire.’

Private W.Evans of 1st Royal Norfolks was also on the receiving end in
Normandy: ‘So far we had covered two or three miles and were doing
well until we came to a cornfield. Then Jerry machine guns in a small
pill box opened up. The lads were soon cut to pieces as the machine
guns, with their tremendous rate of fire, scythed through the three-foot
high golden corn. I remember one of the company cooks behind me
getting a bullet in his neck.’

At longer ranges machine gun fire was no longer ‘flat trajectory’,
covering all the space between the firer and the target, but rose and fell,
creating more limited ‘beaten zones’ which varied in size according not
only to the type of weapon but the relative elevations of the gun and
target. As distance increased corrections for wind, temperature, and the
elevation of the firer became more important, making supporting MG
fire a much more complex subject than simply ‘pointing and shooting’.
This technical subject matter filled whole manuals, of which the
German H.Dv.73 Schiefuorschrift fiir das Schwere Maschinengewehr (1937)
was just one of the most significant.

In the US system, support weapons were grouped at both company
and battalion level. The direct support element of the US rifle company
was the ‘weapons platoon’ of two .30in ‘light’ MGs, three 60mm mortars,
and three bazookas (2.36in rocket launchers). Each weapon team was
accounted as a ‘squad’. A heavy .50in machine gun was sometimes
included, primarily for air defence. The two LMGs formed a ‘section’,

where possible acting in

concert — but not in such a
way as to prevent the
engagement of targets of
opportunity. As the 1944
Rifle Company manual put it:

‘As a general rule, most
effective results are obtained
by the simultaneous con-
centration of the fire of
both guns on the same
target. The section leader,
in conformity with the
platoon leader’s orders,
designates  the targets,
specifies the rate of fire,
and gives the command or
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signal for opening fire... When squads have been assigned sectors of fire,
each squad leader takes, as his primary mission, fire on targets developing
in his own sector, and as a secondary mission, fire on those targets
developing in the adjacent sector. When the squad leader acts entirely on
his own initiative, he decides how he can best support the general plan of
the company and leads his squad accordingly.” Commonly the section
leader would establish his own observation post, from which he could
watch a given sector or targets and control his squads.

Where possible, the US weapons platoon was moved forward in
carriers, crossing open ground ‘by bounds’ in the rear of the foot
elements. Halts were to be in cover, ideally in gullies where there was
protection from shell fragments. The platoon commander, or his NCOs,
were to conduct their own reconnaissance. The positions chosen for the
LMGs were to allow direct fire on the targets, taking account of likely
locations where hostile MGs might lie in wait. The teams would move
into their final locations on foot, making use of whatever cover was
available, with ammunition bearers remaining in cover until needed.
Ideally there would be shelter for the teams to the rear of the firing
positions, and guns were separated by ‘a sufficient interval, ordinarily
50 yards, to safeguard against both guns being hit by the burst of the
same projectile’. Where tactical circumstance required, weapons could
be attached directly to rifle platoons, or detached to the direct control
of the company commander.

In the attack the LMGs could fulfil a number of possible missions.
These included supporting their own or adjacent companies, protection
of flanks, breaking up counter-attacks, and covering reorganizations.
When the mission could no longer be accomplished from the existing
position the platoon commander would effect a ‘displacement’ to a new
location — either moving forward as a section during a lull in fighting, or
by moving one squad at a time while the other continued to fire. During
the actual assault the LMGs were to concentrate on the point being
attacked, thereby neutralizing enemy defensive fire.

The US battalion support element was the ‘heavy weapons company’.
Under the organization of 1944 this comprised two .30in tripod-
mounted ‘heavy’ machine gun platoons, and an 81lmm mortar platoon.
As the 1942 Heavy Weapons Company manual observed:

‘The calibre .30 heavy machine gun is a crew served weapon capable
of delivering a large volume of continuous fire. Medium rate of fire
(125 rounds per minute) can be sustained indefinitely. Rapid fire
(250 rounds per minute) can be fired for several minutes, but steaming
will occur within two to three minutes. Because of its fixed mount, the
heavy machine gun is capable of delivering overhead fires and of firing
accurately at night from predetermined data. Due to the length of the
beaten zone (horizontal pattern of dispersion) enfilade fire is the most
effective type of fire delivered by this weapon. When overhead fires are
not possible or desirable, fires are directed through gaps between
riflemen or groups of riflemen. Gaps may be created and maintained
for such fire.’

According to US doctrine, the use of the HMG was limited mainly by
observation in the direct fire mode, and by both the maximum range
and by the availability of accurate fire data in the indirect mode. It could
be fired effectively against exposed personnel, or for the neutralization



of entrenched troops,
guns or observers, whose
movement or action could
be so hampered as to
reduce or destroy the
‘combat efficiency’ of the
target unit. Best use of the
heavy weapons company
concentrated its fire on a
vital spot. In the attack this
might mean putting the
heavy weapons behind a
specific rifle company, and
assisting it by overhead fire.
Weapons carriers were
used wherever circumstance
allowed, with displacements

due to masked fire or

friendly manoeuvre predicted as far as possible in advance. In set piece
attacks the heavy weapons companies of the reserve battalions could be
detached and moved up to increase the volume of fire supporting
forward units. According to the Infantry Battalion manual, the heavy
weapons company was ideally to be kept towards the front in any order
of march, so as to compensate for the time taken to deploy, and to
ensure that its firepower was immediately available. Normally the heavy
weapons company was controlled by the battalion commander through
orders issued to the company commander, thus co-ordinating their fire
with the general plan of attack or defence. Initial deployment and
target areas were thus designated at battalion level.

British machine gun tactics were shaped by the fact that the Bren gun,
an ideal squad weapon, was not well suited to sustained fire missions.
According to Light Machine Gun (1939), the best that could be expected,
with changes of barrels and magazines taken into account, was 120
rounds per minute in short bursts. Nevertheless, the Bren could be
tripod-mounted, and at 1,000 yards created an effective hundred-yard-
long beaten zone three yards wide. Range Courses instructions of 1939
specified that carrier platoons be trained to use tripod-mounted Brens
at ranges up to 1,500 yards. Drum magazines with a 200-round capacity
were also produced, mainly for anti-aircraft use. In defensive positions
where friendly troops were likely to be forward of the firing point, LMGs
would be set up to fire on ‘fixed lines’ through gaps, and the legs of the
tripods weighted with sand bags to ensure they did not move. Firing
from such predetermined positions was also possible at night.

Given the strengths and weaknesses of the Bren, water-cooled
machine guns were used predominantly for sustained fire tasks. Under
the 1944 organization, British infantry divisions included a specialist
‘machine gun battalion’, with one heavy mortar company of 16 x 4.2in
mortars, and three machine gun companies, each of three platoons with
12 Vickers ‘medium machine guns’ (MMG). Though a veteran of World
War I, the .303in Vickers was a reliable weapon, capable of laying down
potent streams of bullets for very long periods at an effective range of
2,000 yards. Area targets could be engaged at much greater distances,

Light machine gunner from the
US 44th Div in a camouflaged
empl nt in tern France,

1944; his .30cal Browning
M1919A6 is fitted with a bipod,
carrying handle and shoulder
stock for this light role with the
infantry company. The M1919A4,
on its tripod mount, served in
the sustained fire or ‘heavy’ role
with battalion Heavy Weapons
Companies.
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Vickers team from a divisional
machine-gun battalion delivering
supporting fire from within

a house during the Italian
campaign. Note how almost

all of the weapon is within the
room, and the tripod is weighted
with sandbags, which steady the
gun and give some protection

to the crew. (Queen’s Lancashire
Regiment Collection)

though beyond 2,700 yards accuracy decreased due to the minor
differences in the velocity of individual bullets. At long range the enemy
had the uncomfortable perception that bullets were almost falling out
of the sky, searching behind ridge lines and hitting points far from the
front line. British theory acknowledged that machine gun support fire
could be either direct or indirect. As the manual Fire Control explained:

‘The normal method of engaging a target will be by direct fire, 1.e., by
laying on the target over the sights. The main asset of direct fire is
extreme flexibility, which enables a succession of targets over a wide arc
to be engaged quickly... The machine gun is capable of firing indirect,
ie. the gun is laid on an auxiliary aiming mark, with the elevation
required to hit the target obtained and placed on the gun by instruments.
Indirect fire is employed when it is impossible or inadvisable to occupy a
direct fire position, or when shooting from a map. The main technical
advantage of indirect fire is that the necessity for indicating the target to
a number of individuals is removed. The laying of the gun is mechanical
and is not affected by light or distance.’” To this could well be added the
significant point that machine gun teams using indirect methods would
not usually be subject to direct enemy fire. On the down side, indirect
firing entailed calculation and allowance for intervening ‘crest
clearance’, and could not readily be corrected.

Firing orders to the gun teams were ideally in rigid sequence, to
‘ensure that errors and omissions are detected immediately’ and that
personnel, knowing what to expect, would act more quickly. The best fire
order was that ‘which gets bullets on to the target in the shortest possible
time’. Fire controllers were to give the following, ‘loudly and clearly”:
range; indication of target; method of fire; side wind allowance; rate of
fire; and then the actual order to open fire. Ranges were given to the
nearest 50 yards, and when correction was needed it would be given by
commands such as ‘Up 400’ or ‘Left three taps’; the traverse was
partially clamped, and was made by tapping either side of the rear
‘traversing handles’ with the heel of a hand. When several guns were
under command the instruction would be prefaced with the number
of the gun in question or the word ‘All’. Wide targets could be engaged
by ‘tapping across’ the
target, while moving targets
could be hit either by
creating a fire zone through
which the enemy would
have to pass, or by use of
the ‘swinging traverse’.
Contrary to war films
and thus popular belief,
swinging  traverse  was
relatively infrequent, but
was suitable at close range
when other methods were
too slow, or against lines of
infantry caught in the open.

Support fire being
acknowledged as the ‘main
tactical role of the machine




gun’, it was inevitable that friendly troops were likely to be in the vicinity
of the target. Gun commanders were to give their safety ‘first
consideration’; but fire was permitted to within three degrees of the
known location of own troops, and fire over their heads and flanking
fire in front was actively encouraged. Where friendly troops were
defending nearby trenches, ‘rules may be relaxed’; moreover, tanks
were considered ‘immune’, so that supporting machine guns could ‘put
down close fire ahead of, or even among, friendly tanks’. The ultimate
support was the ‘machine gun barrage’, normally delivered on a large
scale as part of a set piece fire plan which might include artillery and
mortars. To achieve sufficient density of fire it was recommended that
at least one MG per 30 yards of front be used. MG barrages could be
delivered frontally, obliquely, or from a flank, and could be ‘standing’
or ‘creeping’, but a safety margin of 400 yards in front of advancing
troops was stipulated.

Both main types of German machine gun, the MG34 and its successor
the MG42 introduced in 1942, were excellent ‘general purpose’
weapons. This made for ease of training, and their lack of water jackets
made them relatively light. Under the 1944 divisional organization, a
heavy weapons company was included in all infantry battalions; the MG
platoon of the company numbered six guns, usually with horsed
transport. Although most of the weapons with front line units were
MG34 and MG42 types, many other models were retained or pressed
into service, and the old MG08 water-cooled gun still bulks large in the
instruction manuals of 1940. The Dreyse MG13, theoretically discarded
before the war, was also seen in small numbers, and interestingly turns
up as the main support weapon of such second line formations as the
army postal service. Additionally, many foreign guns were pressed into
service, especially with SS formations, which were at first relatively
poorly supplied by the normal Wehrmacht sources.

Whatever their precise designation, Allied troops tended to refer to
German machine guns generically as ‘Spandaus’ — probably because
during World War I many machine guns had been made at the
Spandau arsenal and bore that name stamped into their metalwork. The
name spread unease, as

Diagram showing the MG34 on
its sustained fire tripod, Lafette
34; its spring-loaded cradle
absorbed much of the recoil.
Note the sling, and (bottom)
the extension piece for use
when the weapon was mounted
for anti-aircraft fire. Below

the shoulder stock note the
precision traversing and
elevation mechanism, allowing
highly accurate pre-registered
fire; there is also a remote
trigger at this level. From
Weber's Unterrichtsbuch Fiir
Soldaten (1938).

Capt Alistair Borthwick of F
5th Seaforth Highlanders |

recalled: ‘There was some-
thing much too personal
about a Spandau. It did not

Druckplalte

aim at an area: it aimed at A e
you, and its rate of fire was
prodigious. It had a vin-
dictive sound. Each burst
began with an odd hiccup
before getting into its stride,
so that the crack of the first
round was distinct and all
the others ran together like
the sound of tearing calico.
Their pup-turrry,  pup-turrer

Teifemrotirhatier

Fligefmuter

was the most distinctive
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noise on any battlefield...’. One who heard the sound of distant German
machine guns firing short bursts high over his head thought the sound
reminiscent of hundreds of crickets.

As Weber’s Unterrichtsbuch makes clear, the ideal machine gun
detachment for the sustained fire role was six men, including a
Gewehrfiihrer or gun commander, and a No.1 or Richischiitze who actually
carried and fired the piece. The No.2 Schiitze had the Lafette 34 tripod,
which could be carried folded up on the back if moved any distance on
foot. Gun Nos.3, 4 and 5 were essentially ammunition carriers, with a
mixture of belt boxes, small ammunition drums or Trommeltriger, and
spare barrels. Other equipment including cleaning kit, entrenching
tools and binoculars were spread out among the team. In addition to the
machine gun the leader and Nos.l and 2 two carried pistols, the
remainder rifles. The Lafette 34 could be erected for prone, sitting or
kneeling fire, and when making ready the gun commander would order
‘Anschlag!’, qualified accordingly by Tiegend’, ‘sitzend’ or ‘hniend’. The
swiftest method was for two men to set up the tripod, one working on
either side. The gun was then located on the sprung cradle of the tripod
by the Richtschiitze.

On the command “Laden!” or ‘Stellung!, the gun was loaded by
feeding in a belt, which could be done with the top cover open or shut,
and the gun was then cocked using the side handle. (Although strictly
speaking Laden translates as ‘load’, Stellung - a word with many
meanings — was still probably the safer option, being less easy to confuse
in the heat of battle with Entladen’, which was an order to ‘Discharge’.)
Whatever the rate of fire employed, it was forbidden to use more than
250 rounds without pause, to avoid overheating and barrel wear. The
1940 Handbook of the German Army suggests that a common rate of fire
was about 300 to 350 rounds per minute.

MORTARS

The mortar, a relatively low velocity weapon with a high angle of fire,
had been invented as long ago as the 15th century, yet it was only during
World War I that its full potential as a battlefield weapon was fulfilled. By
the 1930s many armies used 8cm or 3in calibre mortars, often based
upon the simple Wilfred Stokes design, as support weapons at battalion
level. Perhaps the most difficult operation was getting the piece and
ammunition to the right place and locating a target. Thereafter firing
was straightforward: manipulation of elevation and traversing screws
brought the barrel to the right angle, and then a bomb was dropped
into the muzzle. Most mortars in this category needed no separate
firing mechanism, having a ‘fixed striker’ at the bottom of the barrel
onto which the cartridge cap of the bomb fell, launching the round
immediately. The German manual D147 for the Granatwerfer 34 gave
typical instructions for action. Having set up and taken aim, the mortar
commander gave the order ‘Fire!” Mortarman No.2 then allowed the
bomb, which he was ‘holding firmly’, to slide fins first into the barrel,
and immediately removed both hands. All three of the immediate team
then bent forward, with the Nos.l1 and 2 ducking their heads and
grasping either side of the mortar bipod.



Simplification and increased range were two areas of improvement
pursued during the war. The German 5cm and British 2in platoon
mortars were both simplified by the deletion of the over-complex sights
originally provided; and in 1943 the German platoon mortar was actually
deleted from front line combat infantry companies altogether, being
relegated to second line and defensive roles. Towards the end of the war
the Granatwerfer 34 was supplemented with a 34/1 model with a circular
base plate, simplified bipod, and a longer range. The British 3in
(76.2mm) battalion mortar, which had a relatively modest 1,600-yard
range on introduction, was uprated to 2,750 yards in the Mk 2 type. This
particular change had a positive tactical impact in that fewer moves of the
mortar were necessary in combat. On the minus side, greater range
meant greater dispersal of the bombs, so where one 3in tube had
previously been considered a viable ‘fire unit’, by 1944 it was desirable
that the ‘fire unit consist of two mortars or more’.

At the receiving end, mortar fire was a highly distinctive and
terrifying experience. If one were close enough there was a hollow
‘lonk-pause—tonk-pause—tonk’ sound, followed by another longer
hesitation before a deluge of bombs landed, exploding on impact. The
projectiles could detonate on contact with pretty well anything, roofs
and trees included. According to one British account, this was a
handicap in street fighting; so some crews purposely fired their bombs
with the sturdy iron safety cap still in place over the crushable
percussion cap, hoping that the rounds would penetrate cover before
exploding on the second, harder impact with the ground. The ‘stonk’
or sustained barrage was justly feared, but full effectiveness depended
on observation. As Alistair Borthwick of bth Seaforths remembered:

‘We were watching from the Battalion

US troops firing the 81mm
mortar. One man adjusts the
aim by means of the traversing
screw, which allowed alteration
of direction five degrees to left
or right without moving the
weapon. When the crewman to
the left drops the bomb down
the barrel it will be fired
immediately on hitting the fixed
striker. To protect the eardrums
mortar crews should - ideally -
keep their heads below the
level of the muzzle, and clamp
both hands over their ears;
under battle conditions such
precautions were usually
ignoréd. These soldiers are
Nisei, Americans of Japanese
extraction, who were gathered
in units and posted to Europe,
so as to avoid an imagined
conflict of loyalty. They fought
with distinction in Raly and
France; the Nisei 442nd
Regimental Combat Team, which
served with the 34th and 36th
Divs, became the most highly
decorated regiment in the US
Army. (US National Archives)

Observation Post, which was an attic in D
Company’s area beside the road; and as we
watched, a mortar bomb landed without any kind
of warning right between the forward sections and
wounded Sergeant Tommy Downs. It was a perfect
shot, and could mean only one thing — without any
more time being wasted on ranging, another
dozen bombs would follow immediately. Everyone
dived for cover. But no bombs came. Instead we
heard the crack of a rifle. There was a slight pause,
and then from the roof of one of Frazer’s houses a
German rolled slowly over and fell two storeys to
the ground. There were no more bombs after that.
The man had been invisible so long as he
remained motionless, but Frazer had seen him
when he signalled the first bomb.’

Although sometimes overlooked, the mortar had
its own peculiar tactical niche. As a British Army
Training Memorandum of October 1942 explained:

‘It is nearly always difficult to accurately locate
an enemy; but, when he has been located, the 2in
and 3in mortars can be relied upon to reach him
in any square yard of ground in a given radius,
no matter how enclosed the country. They are,
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The German 8cm Granatwerfer
34, as depicted in Enemy
Weapons, Part V (1943). The
function and performance of this
class of mortar in all its national
variations were very similar.

moreover, relatively easy to handle and to maintain, and they have a
high rate of fire and a considerable moral effect upon the enemy and
(but inversely) upon our own troops. The 25-pdr gun is able to put down
a total of 1251b of projectiles in one minute at ‘intense’ rate, while one 3in
mortar can put down 2001b at rapid 