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Introduction


Seize and Hold is a term often used in armoured car operations to describe the capture of a bridge or other feature along an intended axis of advance, but it might equally be used in connection with the coup de main. The coup is a cousin of the raid but tends to be more permanent in its results and can be defined as the sudden acquisition of a bridge, railway junction, communications centre or other feature, the loss of which can result in the destruction of the enemy army, compel its withdrawal, or foil its offensive intentions.


Two types of coup exist, the first involving prior recognition of the opportunity by the higher command, who then create the tactical conditions in which the decisive action can take place; the second involving recognition by troops already engaged that the opportunity exists, who then take the decisive action on their own initiative. The requirements of the coup are speed, surprise and sufficient firepower to secure the objective and hold it against all comers until the participants are relieved by friendly troops.


Perhaps the first recognisable example of the coup in the recorded history of warfare was the Trojan Horse. Thereafter, cities, fortresses and castles continued to be captured by similar stratagems. The battlefield coup, however, was rare and seldom decisive, because for many centuries armies were small, lived off the country they passed through, and were virtually self-contained. Even when they began to grow, only cavalry possessed the mobility to deliver so telling a stroke yet, lacking the firepower to maintain itself, it was clearly more suited to the raid than to the coup. In due course this limited ability was itself challenged by the superior mobility conferred on the defenders by railways, who were able to move troops into the threatened area before the raiders could get there.


An example of this can be found in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05. The intention of General Kuropatkin, the Russian commander-in-chief, was to employ a 7,500-strong force of cavalry, accompanied by six batteries of horse artillery, to destroy the facilities of the port of Yingkau, where the enemy had established a supply depot, and thereby delay the arrival of the Japanese Third Army at the front. Everyone thought that the idea was a good one but it was typical of the climate of bungling mismanagement that characterised the last decades of Imperial Russia that they should tell everyone else, with the result that the Japanese learned of Kuropatkin’s intentions from the St Petersburg newspapers.


It took two months to mount the operation, which was then conducted at walking pace because the lack of natural forage meant that the column was accompanied by 1,500 pack animals. Whatever chance of success may have remained was swiftly eliminated by further incompetence. Sensibly, a detachment was detailed to cut the Yingkau branch line and so prevent the Japanese reinforcing the port’s small garrison. The detachment commander dawdled and eventually completed his task – after the reinforcement train had passed. The Russian squadrons were making their final approach to Yingkau station when they were overtaken by the train, the occupants of which experienced no difficulty in beating off subsequent attacks on the town. Having been thus foiled in its intentions, the expedition was forced to retire whence it had come, violating neutral Chinese territory on the way.


Possibly the example is extreme, but it makes the point. It was not until the internal combustion engine had been thoroughly developed that strokes of this nature could be delivered with the necessary mobility, speed, stamina and firepower. The object of this study, therefore, is to trace the evolution of the battlefield coup in the 20th Century.


Ironically, the widespread use of the internal combustion engine coincided with the era of static trench warfare that characterised much of World War 1. There were, however, some fronts where movement remained possible and it was during the 1916 campaign in Romania that the first recognisable coup involving mechanised forces took place. Here a small motorised battlegroup, operating deep within enemy lines, was used to eliminate a Romanian division blocking the critical Danube supply route. Despite its obvious importance, the operation is rarely mentioned in accounts of the campaign and its details might have been lost forever had they not appeared in the history of the regiment concerned, which was itself disbanded in 1918. They attracted sufficient interest for the American Army’s Infantry School at Fort Benning to produce a paper on the subject between the wars, and were also included by Captain C. R. Kutz of the US Armored Corps in his book War on Wheels, published in 1940, but have seldom been referred to since.


As mountain warfare is subject to its own rules, it might be thought that the achievements of Lieutenant Erwin Rommel’s detachment of the Württemberg Mountain Battalion during the Battle of Caporetto in 1917 are not strictly germain to the subject. Nevertheless, since they resulted in the capture of numerous vital features, as well as thousands of Italian prisoners and scores of guns, they must be regarded as battlefield coups in their own right. Furthermore, they revealed for the first time the same drive, energy, aggression, leadership and impatience with authority that the future field marshal was to display when commanding armoured formations in France and the Western Desert.


The shape of things to come was demonstrated in the Russo-Polish War of 1920. Outnumbered but more flexible in outlook, the Poles mounted deep-penetration motorised operations to strike at the Soviet Twelfth Army’s communication and command centres at Zytomierz and Kowel, with the result that the Bolshevik front collapsed.


During the 1940 campaign in Western Europe a major factor in the Wehrmacht’s early elimination of Holland and Belgium was a series of airborne and air-landing operations which added a third dimension to the concept of the coup. Of these, the use of gliders to land troops on top of the allegedly impregnable defences of Fort Eben Emael is probably the best remembered, although others showed equal imagination and daring.


Early the following year the first phase of the war in the Western Desert was brought to a dramatic conclusion when Lieutenant-General Richard O’Connor directed the 7th Armoured Division, reduced to a fraction of its established strength by two months of continuous campaigning, to drive across the base of the Benghazi Bulge and intercept the withdrawal of the Italian Tenth Army from Benghazi itself. The trap was sprung at Beda Fomm and, unable to break out, the Italians surrendered after three days of fighting.


The Japanese invasions of Malaya, Burma and the Philippines provide numerous instances of the tactical coup. Of these, the breaking of the Slim River Line, involving the use of tanks and lorried infantry to fillet the road-bound British defence in depth, was probably the most important. After this disaster, in which much irreplaceable equipment was lost, British chances of holding the Malayan peninsula declined sharply.


The story of ‘Dickie’s Bridge’ is an excellent example of a coup achieved by the initiative of the troops on the spot. The circumstances in which the coup took place were created in Operation ‘Bluecoat’, during the closing stages of the Normandy campaign. A probing armoured car troop of the Household Cavalry secured an undamaged bridge several miles behind German lines. As luck would have it the bridge lay on the boundary between two German armies, each of which believed the other was responsible for guarding it. Reinforcements were quickly rushed across and the subsequent exploitation marked the formation of the northern arm of the Falaise Pocket, in which the German armies in Normandy were destroyed.


In 1945, after forcing the Japanese to concentrate their strength along the Irrawaddy near Mandalay, General William Slim used part of his IV Corps to seize and hold Meiktila, their communications centre for the entire front. When the Irrawaddy Line collapsed through lack of supplies, the entire Japanese Burma Area Army disintegrated. The Meiktila operation was described by the Japanese themselves as the master stroke of the entire campaign.


No study of the coup de main would be complete unless it included an account of the capture of the Rhine bridge at Remagen by the US 9th Armored Division, giving the Allies their first bridgehead on the eastern bank of the Rhine. As a direct result of this Hitler dismissed his able Commander-in-Chief West, Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, and the latter’s successor was forced to commit reserves that were desperately needed elsewhere.


During the Korean War, General Douglas MacArthur’s thoughts on the port of Inchon ran parallel to those of Slim on Meiktila. Inland lay Seoul, the capital of South Korea and hub of the country’s communications network; if Seoul could be captured, the North Korean Army, grouped around the UN troops in the embattled Pusan Perimeter, would be isolated. Though technically difficult, the landings achieved complete surprise and the shattered remnants of the communist army were pursued deep into their own country.


It was the evolution of the helicopter in all its forms that refined the coup’s potential in the third dimension. Recognition of this led to the US Army forming the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile), which reached Vietnam in 1965. In the autumn of that year one of its brigades balked a major North Vietnamese offensive into the Central Highlands region when it landed unexpectedly in the Ia Drang valley, inflicting such severe casualties that the communists withdrew across the border into Cambodia and were compelled to re-think their strategy. In addition to its immediate results, the battle is important in that it demonstrated that the coup, hitherto used to best effect against armies on the defensive, was equally appropriate when employed against an attacker.


The subsequent history of the coup, which has been summarised in my Postscript, tends to confirm that what was once regarded as an unusual event, hailed for its original thinking, has now become an essential feature in the planning of battles.






CHAPTER 1


Opening the Iron Gate


‘The difficulty of all the small countries of south-eastern Europe was that their territorial did not correspond to their racial boundaries. The Turkish wars had dislocated the natural frontiers of races, and each state saw numbers of her own ‘nationals’ under an alien and frequently oppressive rule.’


These words might well seem appropriate in the 1990s, when areas of the Balkan peninsula are once again torn by ethnic and religious civil strife, yet they have been extracted from John Buchan’s History of the Great War, published in 1922, and were written in the context of Romania’s reasons for declaring war on the Central Powers in August 1916. It is indeed a sad reflection that in the intervening 80 years, which have been further complicated by a second global conflict and the imposition of Communist rule for four decades, attitudes have changed so little.


‘The “unredeemed” areas of Romania,’ continued Buchan, ‘were Transylvania and Bessarabia, notably the former. Under the Dual Monarchy [of Austria-Hungary], in the Bukhovina, in the Banat of Temesvar, and above all in Transylvania, lived some four millions of Romanian blood.’ It was the idea of incorporating these areas within a Greater Romania that was the driving force of politics in Bucharest, where the course of the war was watched in keen anticipation of the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, an event which alone would enable Romania to take possession of the territories she coveted.


By the late summer of 1916 it seemed as though the moment had come and must be seized before it passed, for everywhere the Central Powers were apparently in trouble. The mighty German Army was bleeding to death in the Verdun Salient and along the Somme. On the Italian Front the Austrians had been thrown firmly onto the defensive. The Turks had again been defeated by the Russians in the Caucasus and by the British in Sinai, and although they had succeeded in capturing Kut-el-Amara in distant Mesopotamia, this had no impact on the fighting in Europe. Closer to hand, however, events of supreme importance were taking place, for on 4 June the Russian South West Front, commanded by General Alexei Brusilov, had launched a brilliant offensive which routed the Austrians and forced them back into the Carpathian mountains. Had it not been for prompt German assistance it is possible that Austria-Hungary could well have been knocked out of the war by the year’s end. Less immediately apparent was the fact that the Imperial Russian Army had incurred in excess of half a million casualties in the process, and that these, added to the horrendous losses sustained in the previous two years, would prove to be a major contributory factor in provoking the revolution which, in March 1917, would sweep away the Tsarist regime. For the moment, however, what mattered most to the Romanian government was that it was the Austro-Hungarian Empire which was tottering on the brink of disintegration. Romania had, in fact, been mobilising in secret for some time, and on 27 August she formally declared war on Austria-Hungary and Germany.


Altogether, Romania was able to mobilise a 560,000-strong field army which included 23 infantry divisions, two cavalry divisions and several independent brigades, producing a total of 366 infantry battalions, 104 cavalry squadrons and 377 artillery batteries. Superficially impressive though this might be, the army as a whole suffered from a number of serious deficiencies. Machine guns, for example, were issued on the scale of one or two per infantry battalion, contrasting unfavourably with the heavy weapons possessed by a German battalion, which included 12 machine guns, the same number of automatic rifles and four howitzers. Again, while 233 of the artillery batteries were equipped with modern weapons of German or French origin, and ammunition for these had been stockpiled, it was beyond the capacity of Romania’s industry to make good any expenditure.


In terms of quality the Romanian Army was regarded with some suspicion. Its officer corps in particular was looked upon as decadent, devious and lacking integrity. One story, probably apocryphal, certainly malicious, but undoubtedly based on observation of unhealthy attitudes, had it that in an attempt to tighten discipline after mobilisation an order was issued prohibiting the use of make-up by officers below field rank! The verdict of a Royal Naval Air Service armoured car unit, hastily posted from the Caucasus to the Dobruja, was that their new allies were more suited to operetta than real warfare. Even more telling was the self-critical comment of the Russian military attache in Bucharest, Colonel Tatarinov, who observed that the Romanians seemed to have inherited some of the less positive qualities of their composite descent, namely Slavonic lethargy and Latin garrulity. Such generalisations, however, should not be allowed to obscure the fact that there were some good officers to be found. Nevertheless, the army as a whole was untrained, inexperienced and unready for the shock of modern warfare. Its real strength lay in its rank-and-file, consisting in the main of hardy, patient, peasant soldiers who, once they had become accustomed to the battlefield, settled down and even in adversity fought with a dogged courage that impressed their opponents.


Romania’s position was therefore that of a small, weak, isolated country surrounded by the Austro-Hungarian Empire to the north and west, by her ancient enemy Bulgaria to the south and by the Black Sea to the east. In such circumstances it might well be considered foolish to even contemplate going to war, yet her political leaders and general staff believed that Austria-Hungary was about to collapse and planned a brief campaign which was intended only to secure the disputed territories to the north. There was no consultation with the Entente Powers as to how Romania could assist in achieving joint strategic objectives, for the simple reason that her mind was set on exploiting a purely local situation for her own advantage.


The result was disastrous. Two Romanian armies crossed the Transylvanian Alps and penetrated Austro-Hungarian territory, enjoying a brief honeymoon period as they were welcomed by the population, while a third remained on the defensive to watch the Bulgarian frontier. The Central Powers, however, quickly re-deployed their resources so that in the north the Romanians suddenly found themselves confronted by the German Ninth Army, commanded by General Erich von Falkenhayn, while across the Danube to the south was an army group, consisting of the Bulgarian Third Army, supplemented by German and Turkish formations, under the command of General August von Mackensen.


Falkenhayn had served in China during the Boxer Rebellion and had succeeded von Moltke the Younger as Germany’s Chief of General Staff in September 1914. He had only recently vacated that post, partly because of the failure of his attritional strategy at Verdun, and because of the antipathy of Hindenburg and Ludendorff, whose star was now in the ascendant. Mackensen had served throughout the war on the Eastern Front, where he had commanded various German armies and achieved a major breakthrough at Gorlice-Tarnow. In late 1915, as the commander of a combined Central Powers army group, he had overrun Serbia. In one respect Mackensen was extremely fortunate in that his own undoubted abilities were reinforced by those of his Chief-of-Staff, General Hans von Seeckt, the future architect of the Reichsheer.


Romania was therefore faced with two of Germany’s best commanders whose immediate reaction was to take full advantage of the country’s isolation. In the south, Mackensen ordered the Bulgarian Third Army to penetrate the Dobruja, an area lying between the Danube Delta and the Black Sea, which it did to such effect that the sorely tried Russians were forced to commit large numbers of their own troops to stabilise the situation. In the north Falkenhayn mounted a counter-offensive at the earliest possible moment. By the end of October the Romanian First and Second Armies, shaken by the superior firepower available to the enemy’s battle-hardened formations, had been thrown back into the Transylvanian Alps, where they rallied.


Falkenhayn, determined to penetrate the Romanian heartland and drive east on Bucharest, maintained the pressure. He was at first held at the eastern passes but at the second attempt managed to force the Vulkan Pass at the western end of the line and advanced down the Jiu and Gilort valleys, inflicting a serious defeat on the Romanian First Army at Targul Jiu between 15 and 17 November. His plan was that the troops involved in this action, consisting of four infantry divisions and a cavalry corps of two divisions, known collectively as Group Kuhne, should then debouche from the hills onto the Wallachian plain and wheel east towards the Aluta with the twin objects of breaking through the new defence line the Romanians were attempting to establish along the river, and outflanking the enemy’s positions covering the Red Tower Pass.


Group Kuhne’s cavalry corps, commanded by Lieutenant-General Count von Schmettow, consisted of the 6th and 7th Cavalry Divisions with a total strength of 48 squadrons and six artillery batteries, covered the right flank of the operation, spread across a wide area. In its ranks were to be found many names familiar to students of German history, and of the Army in particular. For example, a Count von Schmettow had commanded a cuirassier regiment in the famous Death Ride of von Bredow’s 12th Cavalry Brigade at Vionville in 1870; in the 3rd Lancers alone, a regiment which, in a curious contradiction of the spirit of the times still retained the honorific title Emperor Alexander II of Russia’s, the officers of the Machine Gun Squadron included Lieutenants Udo and Joachim von Alvensleben, kinsmen of a corps commander at the same battle; and serving on the regiment’s staff was an attached hussar officer, Captain Ewald von Kleist, a scion of an old Prussian military family who, in World War 2, was to become a field marshal and the commander of an army group.


Schmettow’s command was also remarkable in that it was the first German cavalry formation to receive direct support from an armoured car unit, the recently raised 1st Armoured Motor Machine Gun Battalion, equipped with five cars, which had been transferred to Romania from the Western Front. The cars themselves, built by the Daimler, Ehrhardt and Bussing organisations, were armed with three machine guns, but their great size and weight of approximately 10 tons detracted from their manoeuvrability and speed. Again, unlike the British, French and Belgians, the Germans had not yet learned to exploit the full potential of armoured car warfare and, given the nature of their cars, it seems improbable that their role was anything more than to provide mobile fire-support bases for the operations of the forward cavalry squadrons.


The defeated Romanians, outnumbered and outgunned locally, were unable to offer serious resistance to the advancing cavalrymen and it soon became clear that they were falling back eastwards towards the Aluta. By 19 November Filiasu was firmly in German hands and Schmettow’s divisions continued their march south-eastwards down the Jiu valley towards Crajova, leaving the town in the hands of Major-General Schmidt von Knobelsdorff’s 41st Infantry Division.


The capture of Filiasu opened up new strategic possibilities, for it was the point where the main Budapest-Bucharest railway line, running roughly from west to east, threw off a branch line to the north. This ran up the Gilort valley through Targul Jiu to Bombeshti but stopped short of the Vulkan Pass. On the Hungarian side of the pass was another branch line, but at the time no railway ran through the pass itself and even had the two systems been connected they would have been incapable of supporting the Ninth Army during its advance on the Romanian capital.
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For Falkenhayn, therefore, the obvious answer was to use the main line, but here a problem arose. Some 50 miles west of Filiasu the railway passed through the area known as the Iron Gate where the Danube flowed into the Wallachian plain through a valley in the hills to the west. A few miles beyond, the frontiers of Romania, Serbia and Hungary met at Orsova, which was held by the Romanian 1st Division under the command of Colonel Anastasiu. This formation had held off an Austrian brigade for several weeks, and although it had been isolated by the German advance from the Vulkan Pass, it would still have to be dealt with before the railway could be opened. This was more easily said than done, as its rear was protected by the town of Turnu Severin, which was in turn surrounded by small forts, to the east of the Iron Gate. With the advance of Group Kuhne reaching a critical stage, Falkenhayn was reluctant to divert one of its major formations for the task, but at length decided that Turnu Severin would be captured by a motorised battlegroup using speed and surprise to counter the enemy’s superior numbers. Once the town had been secured, the rear of Anastasiu’s division would be exposed and its only alternatives would be to retreat or surrender.


For its day the decision was bold and unconventional, and it provides a milestone in the development of mechanised warfare. By now, all armies employed motorised transport to carry at least a proportion of their supplies, and in some instances motor vehicles had been used for the rapid movement of troops for tactical purposes. In August 1914, for example, the Rifle regiments of the German cavalry divisions leading the advance through Belgium had been briefly issued with a limited number of touring cars to enable them to keep up. Better known is the use of Paris taxicabs to transport infantry to the front the following month, although the importance of the movement has become elevated into something of a legend; in the event only 1,200 of the capital’s 10,000 taxis were involved, and they transported two regiments of the 7th Division a distance of 32 miles while the rest of the division travelled by train. What made Falkenhayn’s operation so very different was that it involved a motorised force of all arms which was to be sent into battle with the intention of securing a specific objective.


The 41st Division at Filiasu was obviously the best placed of Group Kuhne’s formations to mount the operation. Knobelsdorff received orders to make the necessary troops available early on 20 November and in his selection of units he did his utmost to provide a balance which he hoped would ensure the success of a mission some might be inclined to regard as a fool’s errand. The bulk of the force consisted of one infantry battalion, 1/148th Infantry Regiment, with four rifle companies and 12 machine guns. The provision of supporting artillery required some thought, as horse-drawn guns would be unable to keep pace over the long distance to be covered. Knobelsdorff therefore ordered the under-employed 1/79th Anti-Aircraft Regiment to detach two of its lorry-mounted 77mm BAKs (Ballonabwehrkanone or Anti-Balloon Guns) for use in the ground role, plus half the unit’s ammunition lorries. Further attachments included an officer’s patrol (about 20 men) from the 10th Dragoons, presumably for forward reconnaissance, and a signals detachment. Altogether, the force numbered about 500 men who, with the exception of the BAK crews and the dragoons, would be transported in two-and-a-half ton lorries provided by part of 41st Division Transport Column. It might, perhaps, be wondered why none of Group Kuhne’s armoured cars were attached; the answer is almost certainly that since they were operating under Schmettow’s command, and therefore outside Knobelsdorff’s jurisdiction, it would have taken a direct order from Falkenhayn or Kuhne to effect the transfer and in any event, being so few in numbers, the probablility is that they were fully committed elsewhere.


The officer selected to command the force was a Captain Picht, of whom the records tell us very little. He was commissioned in 1895 but was not promoted to captain until 1911, over three years after he had first become eligible for the rank. He had then been given command of 1/148th Infantry Regiment’s No 4 Company and evidently remained with the regiment since, advancing only to the extent that he was now commanding its 1st Battalion. This does not suggest a brilliant career, nor do his superiors appear to have regarded his abilities as being outstanding. Possibly they saw the 40 year-old captain as dull, competent in a run-of-the-mill sort of way, but indecisive, inclined to err on the side of caution, and probably not the ideal choice for this kind of task. Such traits were clearly apparent at the start of his mission, but Picht was to surprise everyone.


The column left Filiasu during the afternoon of 20 December. It made a slow start because the road bridge across the Jiu had been demolished and, while the railway bridge had been left intact, it was necessary for the men to manhandle their lorries one at a time along the track. Once across, the column closed up and moved slowly and steadily westwards. The troops had been briefed as to their mission, but since the method of its execution was new to them all they were a little uneasy at being projected so far into the unknown, particularly when one of Schmettow’s cavalry patrols, guarding Group Kuhne’s outer flanks, told them that it was madness to consider proceeding further. However, by evening the column had reached the village of Butoesti on the Motru, where it formed a defensive leaguer for the night, having covered 20 miles without the sight of an enemy.


In the morning the column continued along the Motru valley and reached Strechaia. Here a bakery was plundered of its hot rolls and, as there was still no sign of the enemy, the atmosphere became more optimistic. At the next village, Prunisor, Picht halted and ordered his signallers to tap into the telephone line. The first message to be intercepted was from the leader of a Romanian cavalry patrol to the commandant at Turnu Severin, and confirmed that the patrol had just left Prunisor, which he reported as being clear of the enemy. This was certainly encouraging, but other eyes had clearly been watching the Germans’ progress as the next transmission, the sender and recipient of which remained unknown, reported the approach of ‘an enemy cavalry division reinforced by infantry, artillery and armoured cars’. As Schmettow’s divisions were now far away to the east, the report could only refer to Picht’s command, although its composition and strength had been wildly exaggerated.
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The column had covered approximately two-thirds of the distance to Turnu Severin and was within striking distance of its objective. Picht can hardly be said to have cracked the whip thus far and now, worried by the enemy’s possible reaction, he decided to remain where he was until the situation became clear. At length another call was picked up, this time from the commandant to one of his outlying forts, on the routine matter of bedding straw. Evidently, the earlier report had either been ignored or passed to higher authority for evaluation. Picht decided to move on. Almost immediately Lieutenant Schonfeld’s No 2 Company, in the lead, found itself the target of a number of civilians firing large diameter gravel from their shotguns. The situation was quickly brought under control and, as the German Army as a whole had always detested this kind of warfare, the participants in the ambush were given short shrift; as the regimental history puts it, ‘The light of their life was blown out behind a house.’


Because of these delays the column did not proceed much further before leaguering for the night. On the morning of 22 November it continued to make slow progress and does not appear to have reached Balota until some time in the afternoon. At the station the signallers again tapped into the telephone system and learned that the enemy had belatedly reacted to the previous day’s report and was sending two regular and three home guard infantry companies, together with two guns, back from Orsova to Simianu.


A glance at the map told Picht that an immediate response was required and from this point his actions became firm and decisive. Simianu village lay six miles east of Turnu Severin, within a defile where the hills closed in on the Danube from the north, and some distance to the east was a fort containing two casemated guns covering the river and the Bulgarian shore opposite. At all costs, therefore, Picht had to secure the fort, village and defile before the Romanian reinforcements should arrive.


Under cover of the winter twilight, thickened by gathering mist, the column advanced to a point from which an assault could be mounted on the fort. The infantry left their lorries, deployed without being observed, and moved forward. The design of the fort was essentially that of a coast defence battery in that its defences were only formidable where they faced the river, but were weak on the landward side. It was in the latter area that the Germans broke in, sweeping through the interior from east to west with barely a shot being fired in return by the startled defenders. The garrison, consisting of two officers and 130 men, promptly surrendered and were disarmed.


Picht reformed his column and pressed on into the village, from which the distant lights of Turnu Severin could be seen upstream. As there was no sign of the Romanian reinforcements, he deployed his men among the houses to await their arrival. He had, in fact, won the race by a narrow margin, for shortly after a lorry approached the forward company’s position and, failing to stop, was fired on. Firing quickly became general and then the Germans charged with the bayonet. Most of the Romanians fled into the darkness, leaving behind two machine guns and a further 65 prisoners. Across the river the Bulgarians, wondering what the uproar was about, snapped on a searchlight to illuminate the scene. Picht’s men, elated by their success, gave him three cheers, but there was no time for celebration and he bundled them back aboard their lorries and set off on the last leg of the journey, with the prisoners jogging along behind the convoy under escort.


His principal concern was that the fugitives had raised the alarm in Turnu Severin, but he probably reached the town before they did. By 2000 he had arrived in the central market square to find it deserted. While his signallers reported the situation by radio, he immediately deployed his command into defensive positions. Fortunately, the town itself was compact and this enabled him to allocate one company and a machine gun platoon to each of its western, northern and eastern sides, reinforcing the more vulnerable western and northern sectors with his self-propelled anti-aircraft guns; in the south the town fronted the Danube, a mile wide at this point, and as no threat existed from this direction he was able to retain his fourth company as a reserve in the market square.


Picht’s 500 men were now dispersed among a potentially hostile civil population of 24,000. Obviously the situation would have to be handled with care, for although the civilians expressed relief that the new arrivals were Prussians and not Bulgarians, their dreaded hereditary enemies, their attitude could not be taken for granted. One of Picht’s first acts, therefore, was to break into the Town Hall and obtain the addresses of the council and other officials, who were rounded up and held hostage for the good behaviour of their citizens. Finally, when the gaol was opened a number of Austrian prisoners were released, issued with captured Romanian weapons and added to the reserve.


On the northern sector, Lieutenant Bellin, having seen his company securely dug in, retired to a house behind to snatch a few hours’ rest. Shortly after first light he was awoken from a heavy sleep by the sound of the windows shattering and bullets thudding into the plaster over his head. Outside, he could hear his machine guns hammering away and, after the briefest of toilets, he ran out to join his men. Some 900 yards distant he could see a Romanian column which was attempting to by-pass the town on its way east. This was quickly dispersed by the German fire, leaving two ox-drawn heavy guns standing in the open, but shortly after the Romanians commenced a series of attacks against the town which were to last all day.


The arrival of Picht’s force in Turnu Severin had produced precisely the result Falkenhayn intended. Colonel Anastasiu had recognised that his position at Orsova was no longer tenable and had decided to withdraw his division through the Iron Gate in the forlorn hope that he would be able to rejoin the Romanian First Army. That would be difficult enough to achieve on its own, but the German presence in his rear made it even more so and he would therefore have to contain or, better still, eliminate it.


Four Romanian battalions were involved in the first day’s heavy fighting, mounting piecemeal attacks all round the perimeter, all of which were beaten off. The most dangerous of these developed around the churchyard to the north, a water tower to the north-east and a barracks to the east of the German line. The water tower was especially troublesome to the defenders as the Romanians had mounted machine guns on it and their fire enfiladed the company positions to the north and east of the town, one company losing no less than six platoon commanders in quick succession. Many of the townspeople, keen to watch the battle, turned out to lean over fences and sit on walls until several were hit and the rest stampeded into their cellars. One, however, was made of sterner stuff. He suddenly appeared on a white horse from among the houses, galloping hard for the Romanian lines, and escaped the hail of rifle fire directed at him by the Germans. This was most unfortunate, as it meant that Anastasiu would be informed as to the true size of the force confronting him.


When attacks were not actually in progress the German machine guns directed long range fire at the enemy columns which were now by-passing the town at a respectful distance. To counter this the Romanians brought up their artillery, against which only the two anti-aircraft guns could make any sort of effective reply. However, much of the enemy’s fire was wasted, since it was directed at the buildings on the edge of the town and the Germans had entrenched themselves in front of these. Meanwhile, the signals section in the market place broadcast continuous requests for reinforcements and ammunition without knowing whether these were being heard. Towards evening two Bulgarian machine gun detachments arrived by boat, commanded by a Lieutenant Milschow who had evidently decided to make the dangerous crossing of the river on his own initiative.


Darkness brought an end to the fighting but the morning of 24 November saw renewed Romanian attempts to capture the town, pressed home with the utmost courage and determination. These rose to a climax at about 1300, when assault columns closed in all round the perimeter. Fighting raged throughout the afternoon until Picht had committed all his reserves. One of the anti-aircraft guns was wrecked by a direct hit. When the ammunition supply began to fail the riflemen collected what cartridges they could from the pouches of their dead and wounded comrades. Worst of all, the water-cooled machine guns, the very backbone of the defence, began to boil from continuous use, but not a man could be spared to bring up fresh supplies of water. The clouds of steam disclosed the position of the guns so that, one after another, they were knocked out. Only one machine gun, its fire controlled by the wounded Lieutenant von Bohlendorf, remained in action on the northern sector; so worn had its barrel become, and so expanded by excessive heat, that it merely spat out its rounds to a distance of 100 yards.


It had begun to look very much as though Picht’s command would be overwhelmed when, at about 1700, the pressure suddenly eased on the eastern sector. Then, two lorries loaded with ammunition roared into the town from the direction of Simianu, followed by growing numbers of grinning Bavarian infantrymen. Group Kuhne had picked up the signals detachment’s calls for help and, reacting to the obvious need for speed and mobility, had ordered the 11th Bavarian Division to despatch a cyclist brigade under Colonel von Quadt to Picht’s assistance.


The Romanians, recognising the radically altered situation, discontinued their attacks and disappeared during the night. Much of the next day was spent clearing the battlefield. Here and there, a mute tableau showed what had taken place. Two paces from a German machine gun crew, killed beside their weapon, was a dead Romanian, and some way behind him, lying in the ranks in which they had been cut down, were the bodies of his comrades. Altogether, nearly 600 men had been killed in the battle for Turnu Severin, the majority of whom were Romanians. The wounded were taken to the town’s hospital where they received attention from the regimental surgeons. Captured equipment included seven locomotives and 300 railway wagons. On 26 November, Colonel von Scivo’s Austrian brigade reached the town, having followed up the Romanian withdrawal from Orsova. The Iron Gate was now open.


In the meantime, the Romanian First Army had been brought to the point of collapse. To the south, Mackensen had decided to transfer the emphasis of his army group from the Dobruja to the central sector and on 23 November had secured a bridgehead on the north bank of the Danube at Simnitza, effectively turning the left flank of the line the Romanians were attempting to form along the Aluta. With the opening of the Iron Gate it became possible to tow barges laden with bridging material down the river, so that the bridgehead was quickly expanded and Mackensen was able to tie in his left flank with Falkenhayn’s right. On Ninth Army’s front Group Kuhne had closed up to the Aluta and, while Schmettow’s cavalry had been unable to prevent demolition of the railway bridge at Slatina it was able to secure another bridge intact nearby. To the north the Predeal Pass was penetrated and the defence of the Red Tower Pass was crumbling. On 27 November the Romanians abandoned the Aluta line and began withdrawing steadily eastwards. They did not attempt to defend Bucharest, which fell on 6 December. By January they had been pushed back into all that remained of their territory, a portion of Moldavia, and, with Russian assistance, continued to hold out there. The 1916 campaign had cost Romania over 300,000 casualties, of whom half were prisoners, and huge quantities of equipment; the Central Powers sustained approximately 60,000 battle casualties plus a comparable number of sick, but gained unlimited access to Romanian supplies of wheat and oil.


It was against the background of these events that the Detachment Picht continued its career. Hardly had it recovered its breath after the fighting at Turnu Severin than it was designated as the advance guard of Scivo’s Austrian brigade, which had been detailed to pursue Anastasiu’s division as it continued its retreat to the south-east. Anastasiu never abandoned hope that he would eventually break through to his own people and kept one step ahead of his pursuers although there were frequent skirmishes between his rearguards and Picht’s men. His exploits were to make him a national hero but by 6 December he had been penned into a triangle formed by the confluence of the Aluta with the Danube and his position had become hopeless. At a village called Isbiceni an officer with a flag of truce indicated Anastasiu’s willingness to surrender to German troops and despite his surprise that these consisted solely of a now seriously depleted battalion commanded by a captain, he accepted the situation. The remnant of the 1st Romanian Division, consisting of 91 officers and 3,600 men, then laid down its arms, including seven guns, four machine guns and 80 lorries.


Detachment Picht rejoined its parent division on 21 December and was welcomed by Knobelsdorff with a Divisional Order of the Day in which he summarised its achievements, including the seizure and defence of Turnu Severin with inadequate resources, the pursuit of the enemy until his capitulation, the capture of 137 officers, 6,500 men, 14 guns, 20 machine guns and much rolling stock, the protection of the Ninth and Danube Armies’ rear, and the opening of the railway from Orsova. He concluded by expressing pride that the detachment commander and his troops were serving under his command. In the light of this, therefore, it seems probable that a reference elsewhere in the order to Picht’s circumspect (umsichtigen) leadership is not so much a deliberate attempt to damn him with faint praise but rather an unspoken comment that Turnu Severin could have been seized somewhat earlier than was the case.


Picht’s rewards included promotion to major, in which rank he retired when the war ended in 1918. Subsequently, the exploits of his small motorised battlegroup have received less attention than they deserve; indeed they are often omitted altogether in general studies of the Romanian campaign, perhaps because of their peripheral nature. Yet Detachment Picht undoubtedly broke new ground and achieved a coup which was almost certainly beyond the reach of conventional troops. In the light of this, therefore, it can be regarded as the grandfather of all mechanized battlegroups, and in particular of the ad hoc groupings so successfully employed by the German Army in World War 2, especially on the Eastern Front.






CHAPTER 2


Young Mister Rommel


For most of World War 1 the most important problem facing senior commanders on all the main battle fronts was how to achieve a clean breakthrough and exploit it before the enemy could close the gap in his front. At the root of the problem was the fact that, for the moment, the combination of massed artillery, machine guns, entrenchments and barbed wire gave those who were defending a pronounced advantage over those who were attacking. Even when the attackers gained some ground, invariably at heavy cost, their advance would always have to traverse shell-torn ground intersected with trenches and strewn with barbed wire entanglements which made it extremely difficult for the horse-drawn artillery of the period to cross the battlefield; whereas the defenders were able to move up their reserves at far greater speed through country which had not been devastated by war. It was a race which the defenders would always win and the inevitable result was attritional deadlock. To a considerable extent these difficulties were exacerbated by the custom of commanders committing their reserves against the strongest sectors of the enemy front, thereby adding to the price of such successes as were achieved.


Both sides tried hard to find a solution to the deadlock. Artillery preparation became heavier and heavier but the results merely aggravated the situation. The Germans tried using poison gas but found it was a two-edged weapon. British and French faith in the tank was not fully justified until the closing months of the war. In the meantime, the Germans had adopted a fresh tactical approach which, had it been introduced earlier, might have altered the course of the war.


This was first demonstrated on the Eastern Front during the summer of 1917. The Tsar had gone but Lenin had yet to come and the Russian Army, though now of little value in offensive operations, was still holding its lines and would fight if attacked. On the Baltic sector General Klembovsky’s Twelfth Army was defending the port of Riga and retained a bridgehead on the west bank of the River Dvina. Opposite was General Oskar von Hutier’s Eighth Army, which had been given the task of capturing Riga as the preliminary step in a planned German advance on St Petersburg.


Klembovsky was aware of German intentions and believed that Hutier would eliminate the bridgehead before attempting to cross the river. He therefore concentrated his best troops within the bridgehead and left the rest of the river line to be defended by less reliable formations. Hutier, however, had changed the rules. Instead of attacking the bridgehead, where he knew the Russians were strongest, he would force a crossing of the Dvina on a less heavily defended sector upstream, then wheel north to the coast, thereby placing Riga and the greater part of the Twelfth Army inside a trap. Tactically, too, he made a number of innovations. His infantry was to move as quickly as possible, avoiding centres of resistance, and infiltrate their way through successive Russian defence lines while waves of ground attack aircraft strafed the enemy’s trenches with machine gun fire. Gas was also to be used, but instead of being released from canisters which depended on favourable wind direction it was, for the first time, to be fired in newly issued shells right onto the objective. The preparatory bombardment and support programme to be fired by the guns was to last for five hours, a mere fraction of the time normally considered necessary on the Western Front, and was carefully tailored by Colonel Bruchmuller, the Eighth Army’s senior artilleryman, to fit the requirements of each phase of the operation, using gas to choke the defenders, smoke to blind them and high explosive to smash up their positions.


When the attack went in on 1 September the Russians, already stunned and disorganised by the bombardment, were completely unnerved by the speed with which the German assault troops penetrated their rear areas, by-passing such positions as were still holding out, and they began to shred away to the east in a blind panic. The very success of the German plan almost prevented Hutier from reaping the rewards of his victory, for he had prepared a strict timetable and local commanders tended to halt their troops on captured objectives until it was time for the next phase to begin, rather than pressing on northwards towards the coast. Before the trap could be closed, therefore, Klembovsky interpreted Hutier’s intentions correctly and was able to withdraw most of his army from Riga along the coast road. Even so, the capture of the port was regarded as one of the German Army’s most significant coups of the war and Hutier was rewarded with a personal visit from the Kaiser. One of the most remarkable aspects of the battle was that in terms of killed and wounded the casualties incurred by both sides were negligible by the standards of the time, although 9,000 Russians were taken prisoner.


The new tactics were employed again the following month on the Isonzo Front in Italy. Here, the Italian Army had mounted no less than eleven major offensives since June 1915 in the hope that it would defeat the Austrians and break through to the port of Trieste, yet, despite Herculean efforts, it had only been able to advance a few miles. By September 1917 such heavy casualties had been incurred that the morale of troops and civilians alike was seriously affected. There had already been violent rioting in Turin, a munitions manufacturing centre always regarded as a hotbed of radical activity, and the heavy-handed reaction of the government had included drafting many previously exempt munitions workers into the Army. Resentful and obviously unreliable as they were, these men would have been best employed on lines of communication duties but, by a singular error of judgement, they were sent as replacements to the Caporetto sector of the Isonzo Front.


The Isonzo battles had also accelerated the continuing decline in Austria-Hungary’s military potential so that, once again, she was compelled to request German assistance to avoid collapse. This was forthcoming and it was decided to employ General Otto von Below’s newly formed Austro-German Fourteenth Army in a counter-offensive which was intended to knock Italy out of the war. This would take place on the Caporetto sector, where the mountainous terrain favoured the sort of tactics employed by Hutier at Riga, and the detailed planning was undertaken by Germany’s leading expert in mountain warfare, General Konrad Krafft von Dellmensingen. General Luigi Cadorna, the Italian Chief of General Staff, was aware of the developing threat and had given orders that General Capello’s Second Army, deployed around Caporetto, should prepare its defence in depth. Unfortunately for the Italians, Capello had been absent on sick leave and little or nothing was done prior to his return to comply with these instructions.
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