The Criticality of Time in Combat

By General James H. Polk, Ret.

The French theologian Louis Bour-
dalone said, "There is nothing more
precious than time, for it is the
price of etcrnity."

It is curious that so few thoughts
or  philosophical ~ writings are
devoted o the advantages that a
step ahead in time gives to the at-
tacker in modern ground warlare,
Examples abound, and there are a
number of very successful generals
in modern history who instinctively
understood this valuc of time, ie.,
when your antagonist is reacting to
your moves rather than you to his,
when you dictate maneuvers in lime
and tempo and he attempts (o
counter them too late and to no
avail, when you get this advantage
then you have him by the throat.
The advantages of time and space
accrue in geometric rather than
arithmetic proportion, so that twice
ahcad in (ime is about four times
ahead as a force multiplicr. Raw
numbers of units or fircpower ag-
gregates don’t count, while time and
space advantages — your tempo
and not his — dominate and dictate.

A look into recent history shows
that Napolcon understood time and
accompanying space or maneuver (0
an extraordinary degree and al a
very early age. In his classic ltalian
Campaign of 1796-97, his first major
command at age 27, he fought thrce
major battles in ten days and won
them all, totally dcfeating three dif-
fcrent Austrian columns while heavi-
ly outnumbered but, importantly,
never at the point of attack. While
“he repeated his favorite tactic over
and over again in the cnsuing years,
by dividing or, more oflcn, separat-
ing and conquering while outnum-

bered or, as Nathan
Bedlord Forrest said,
"Get there fustest with
the mostest,” he never
could fully explain his
tactical genius.

Napoleon’s so-called
"maxims” are ollen ir-
relevant, or at least not
persuasive, in attempt-

"...Rommel had the
power to  create
surprise, to produce
the unexpected
move, reinforced by
an acute time-sense
and by the capacity
to develop the
highest possible de-
gree of mobility...."

ing (o discover the

secret  of his military

successes. His well-known  prin-
ciples of thc directive, offensive,
simplicity, control, etc., are so
generalized as (o be almost meaning-
less. Perhaps the closest they come
to his tactical methods is in surprise,
which he believes is important for
the commandecr of a force that does
not have combat superiority. This is
achieved by speed, secrecy, deception
and moving through seemingly im-
possible terrain. What he really said
is that one must seek an advantage
of time and position over superior
forces if one is Lo prevail.

Other generals understood these
methods of time and tempo of the
all-out assault against superior but
uncoordinated  forces, and the
Amecrican classic is, of course, Jack-
son’s Valley Campaign of 1862.

There, he defeated three different
Union forces in about ten days and
moved over to the Battle of Second
Bull Run where his flanking attack
turncd the tide. As far as known,
General Jackson lelt no serious
military writings on his successes. It
is unfortunate that he was killed, be-
cause he was a professor of both his-
Jory and mathematics at the Vir-
ginia Military Institute and could
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have left a marvclous heritage of
military thought.

WWI produced no great com-
manders  worthy of special note,
while in WWII, Rommel and Patton
immediatcly come to  mind.
Montgomery doesn’t qualify be-
cause he relied on a careful build
up, a cautious attack with con-
siderable superiority of numbers.
And with all of that, he was bcaten
twicc, at Caen and at Arnhem.
Eiscnhower did not exercise general-
ship but, rather, was the coor-
dinator and dispenser ol resources
and was best at resolving disagree-
ments among the Allies.

Liddel Hart says in his introduc-
tion to The Rommel Papers that
Rommcl had the power to create
surprisc, (o produce the uncxpected
move, rcinforced by an acute time-
sense and by the capacity (o
develop the highest possible degree
of mobility. Probably the grecatest
modern insight of the value of a
time advantage can be derived from
Rommel’s account of his attack,
breakthrough, and exploitation from
the Ardennes (o the sea in mid-May
of 1940, as described in the first two
chapters of The Rommel Papcers.



Here one sees the ultimate in auda-
cious attack, in which Gudcrian’s ar-
mored  corps, most  aggressively
handlcd, overpowcered and totally
disorganized a much superior
enemy [orce, even without total
surprise. As its Icading elcment,
Rommel moved with such speed
and daring that he surprised French
units not once but often, primarily
because he arrived ahcad of time.
He set the tempo of attack and hit
belore the time the French ex-
pected him,

Unquestionably, Patton, Rommel,
Gudcrian, and von Manstein under-
stood the values accruing from ad-
vantages in time and spacc, but
none really explained it adequately,
and all seem to have been guided
morc by instinct than by a carecfully
reasoned process. Patlon on many
occasions drove his command to ex-
haustion when he sensed a time ad-
vanlage and never permitted his
encmy to have the hours or days to
mounl a coordinated counterattack
or prepare a solid dcfensive posi-
tion. His most graphic expression of
his philosophy was "hold him by his
nose and kick him in the butt," but
he also said that an ounce of sweat
was worth a gaflon of blood, mean-
ing "drive your combat units hard
when you sense an advantage and
save casualties.”

But to return to Guderian, Rom-
mel, and Liddcl Hart, Hart had this
to say about time and tempo in the
German 1940 drive (o the Channcl
in Strategy: "The issuc turned on the
time-factor at stage alfier stage.
French counter-movements  were
repeatedly thrown out of gear be-
cause their timing was too slow to
catch up with the changing situa-
tions, and that was due (o the fact
that the German van kept on
moving faster than thc French (or
for that matter, the German higher
command) had contemplated. The

"..To be specific,
FM 100-5 does not
tell the commander
how to recognize
situations where
speed and boldness
really pay off. In ef-
fect, what are your ad-
vantages when you
begin to get ahead of
the enemy in time
and tempo, what are
the signs and what
do they tell you, and
how should you, as
the commander,
reactto them?..."

French, trained in the slow-motion
mcthods of WWI, were mentally un-
fitted to cope with the new tempo
and it caused a spreading paralysis
among them. The vital weakness of
the French lay, not in quantity or
quality of equipment, but in their
theory."

Hart also had this to say in speak-
ing of the ratio of troops to space:
"The offense potcntially carries one
unique advantage, that if the attack
is made unexpectedly and with sus-
taincd speed of follow-through, it
may split a slow-responding delense
so deeply and disintegratingly as to
paralyze resistance, annulling the
comparative balance of numecrical
strength. The basic advantage of
dcfense can only be ensured if it has
adequate flexibility and mobility, the
primary condition bcing that the
defender has a clear understanding
of the attacker’s technique and
tempo. The time Tactor is of crucial
importance in relation to the ratio
of force-to-space.”

The U.S. Army Field Manual 100-
5, Operations, modestly says ol it-
scll, "The fundamental mission of
the Army is to deter war." Should
conflict occur, FM 100-5 is the

Army’s keystone "How to Fight"
manual. It explains how the Army
must conduct campaigns and battles
in order to win. It describes U.S.
Army operational doctrine involving
mancuver, [fircpower and move-
ment, ctc. All other ficld manuals
stem from this key one, down to the
ultimate FM 7-8, The Infantry
Platoon, for guidance and doctrine.

FM 100-5 uses such phrases as
"Move fasl, strike hard, and finish
rapidly;," "Carry the battle deep in
the enemy’s rcar;" "Speed is ab-
solutcly essential for success;" "A
bold exploitation should always fol-
low a successful attuck;" "Move ag-
gressively and boldly.” All these con-
cepts are good when applied (o ap-
propriate situations, but they are
more in the form of exhortations or
admonitions than theory or policy.
To be specific, FM 100-5 does not
tell the commander how to recog-
nize situations where speed and
boldness really pay off. In effect,
what are your advantages when you
begin to get ahead of the encmy in
time and tempo, what are the signs
and what do they tell you, and how
should you, as thc commandcr,
react o them?

»

A battalion or brigade CO must
be well forward and should have
taught his subordinates what to
search for, what signs to look for,
how to instinctively smell the begin-
nings of disorganization or panic in
the cnemy ranks. Some battle
leaders have an eye for this, as
noted earlicr, and some must be
taught, but there is often positive
evidence if one knows what (o look
for.

More often than not, the first
evidence of bad morale on the other
side is the defection of lower-rank-
ing solders, or an evident desire to
surrender after an almost token



resistance o modest combat pres-
sure.

The list of evidence is long; aban-
doned  equipment, gaps  in
minclields not fused and armed,
road Dbarriers not in  place,
camplires still burning, rations still
being cooked, vehicles or couriers
blundering into your lines, aban-
doned wounded or operational aid
stations left behind, stacks of am-
munition or other stores, excess ar-
tillery ammunition remaining at
emply gun positions, and more. One
of the earliest indications that you
are getling ahead of your enemy is
the shelling of your last position
after you have left it and are attack-
ing your next objective. When the

Enemy Disintegration:
Some Indicators

e Surrender after token resis-
tance

e Abandoned equipment

e Gaps iIn minefields not
fused and armed

e Road barriers not in place
e Campfires still burning
e Rations still being cooked

e Vehicles or courlers blun-
dering into your lines

e Abandoned wounded or
operational aid stations left be-
hind

e Stacks of ammunition or
other stores

e Excess artillery ammunition
at empty gun positions

e Shelling of your last position
after you have left it

enemy is dropping his shells behind
you, it is a surc sign that his coor-
dination is breaking down and that
he doesn’t quite know where you
are. These signs, il recognized, let
you, the commander, know that
your opponcnt is not reacling to
your current moves but, rather, to
your last moves and that you have a
distinct time advantage over him.

The importance of advantage in
the tcmpo of the attack is that the
harder you press him, the greater
becomes your advantage and, as
noted earlier, it increases in
geometric proportions rather than
arithmetic. Numbers and fircpower
don’t count. A tank company be-
hind your enemy’s brigade is equal
to a battalion on his flank or two
brigades attacking frontally. No
modern army is trained to handle a
relatively small but elfective force in
and among ils rear area support,
communication, and supply echelon.
Nor are these logistic troops
capable of any decent resistance.
Quite the opposite, they most cer-
tainly will be thrown into a com-
plete panic and cither surrender or
fice. "Devil take the hindmost” is
generally the watchword of these
troops when thrust suddenly into a
confrontation with aggressive and
uncxpected combat formations.

In reviewing FM 100-5 Operations,
one can [ind almost no mention of
the importance of time, excepl in
the discussion of surprise (page 90).
"To reap the benefits of surprise,
thercflore, the attacking commander
must exploit its initial shock ruthless-
ly, allowing the cncmy no TIME (o
regain his equilibrium.” It continues:
" . . .even when achieved, it rarely
lasts,” which is dead wrong and
shows a serious lack of under-
standing.

"

Surprise, when achieved, should

be built on, and the cumulative ef-

fect of a time advantage increases
as the tempo accelerates. Interest-
ingly enough, there is no mention of
time in the very comprehensive
index to the field manual.

Again, in discussing surprise as a
principlc of war, FM 100-5 statcs,
(page 177), "It is not essential that
the encmy be taken unaware, but
only that hc bccome aware (oo late
to react elfcctively." In other words,
the attacker has an advantage in
time, that time is working for him.
There is a rather good discussion
(page 121) titled "Time Available,"
which quotes Clausewitz and Patton
on the importance of time in the at-
tack and concludes with the state-
ment, "Time is, thereflore, vital to
the attacker; he must prolong the
cnemy’s surprise, confusion and dis-
organization for as long as possible.”
Unlortunately, this section is all too
briefl and is buried under some
twelve pages devoted to The Tacli-
cal Offense, much of which is ob-
vious and trite.

We have been led astray by com-
putcrized war games and map exer-
ciscs bccause the primary deter-
minant of viclory in these exercises
is a preponderance of firepower
with slight input on maneuver and
on terrain and weather as it relates
to firepower. It is almost impossible
to determine the values of artillery
fires or close air support and totally
hopeless to gauge the intangibles
such as generalship, training, latigue
and the like. Some very sophisti-
cated games attempt to feed in
some of the above, but this is of
very questionable value. The value
of a time advantage, (0 my
knowledge at least, is not attempted
or even understood. The net result
is that the side with the most
firepower wins by attrition and this
in turn relates directly to numbers.

The media gives much prominence
to the numbers game. And so does



"...a recent issue of
Newsweek displayed

our civilian and military hicrarchy.
As an example, a recent issue of
Newswecek displayed a table of com-
parative numbers of tanks, artillery,
fighter aircraft, and others, which
showed that the Warsaw Pact out-
numbered NATQ by a factor of
about 2-to-1, and the gloomy con-
clusion was, by implication at least,
that NATO will be quickly defeated
in a conventional war. This is pure
nonsense.

In fact, an attack by the Warsaw
Pact is very scenario-dependent. If
the Pact was able to mount a full-
scale attack on a Sunday morning
without prior detection, NATO
would have a dreadflul time with or
without atomic weapons. But such
an attack represents a dreadful risk
by the Sovict leadership because of
the chance of detection and of the
battle becoming a one-on-one at-
tack. On the other hand, if we had
five days warning and mobilized so
that NATO divisions were in posi-
tion and rcady, we would surely
achicve a standoff or stalcmate and
possibly a victory. Again, time is not
critical; it is priceless.

Furthermore, with a time ad-
vantage, numbers don’t count. It is
the most exciting, exhilarating ex-
perience a soldier may enjoy. It
begets boldness and daring and, as
stated earlier, increases the rclative
superiority as the events accelcrate
and only cnds when support is out-
distanced. My own 3rd Armored
Cavalry reached the Moselle River
with one troop out ahead and ac-
tually captured intact the bridge at
Thionville. The troop had to be
recalled as no reinforcements could
join it, and the 7th Armorcd
Division was running out of gas,
tank by tank, bchind us. And sig-
nificantly enough, the planning for

a table of comparative
numbers of tanks, artil-

lery, fighter aircraft,
and others, which
showed that the War-
saw Pact outnum-

bered NATO by a fac-
tor of about 2-to-1, and
the gloomy conclusion
was, by implication at
least, that NATO will
be quickly defeated in
a conventional war.

This
sense."

is pure non-

Overlord  and beyond envisioned a
progressive widening of the Norman-
dy bridgehead in successive "all-
hold-hands" advances. Unfortunate-
ly, the planncrs did not foresee the
painfully slow progress in the
hedgerows. But worse than that,
they had no concept of the wild
breakouts and confusion that fol-
lowed. Third Army advances
depended  almost  totally  on
availability of gasoline, whereas the
German Army could do almost
nothing to delay our speed of ad-
vance. Had we had the gasoline,
Third Army could have breached
the Seigfricd Line casily, because it
was almost unmanned. We had the
time advantage, but lost it because
we had outrun our support. In a
war ol maneuver, fucl is critical,
while in a battle of attrition, am-
munition is the decisive factor, We
had the fircpower but lacked the
POL and thereby lost our "time" ad-
vantage. It certainly cost the Allies
six months of active warfare and un-
conscionable casualties. We fell into
a war of attrition in October of 1944
and ncver achicved any rcal success
until the breakout in the spring of
1945, when we once again  got
moving and had "time” on our side.

We must avoid battles of attrition
— Cacn, Anzio, Tet, Porkchop Hill,
Verdun, Passchendacle —  the
names are endless, and the results
are meaningless and horrendous.
We must seek the war of maneuver,
we must break through, seek the
priccless time advantage so that we
are ahead of our adversary, he is
reacting to our last move, our time
advantage overcomes his numbers,
we get one step ahcad, then two
steps ahcad, then we have him by
the throat, when boldness counts,
and numbers don’t matter, and we
know and he knows that it is almost
over. We the Icaders, once this pre-
cious time advantage is gained,
must drive our attacking units to the
limit of endurance and beyond, be-
cause our adversaries are not only
exhausted, but badly frightened and
they are ours to harvest. The
Amcrican soldier is not stupid, and
when he collectively smells victory,
he is incredibly brave and ruthless,
and numbers don’t count.

This is victory!

General James H. Polk
was born in 1911 in the
Philippines,  where  his

father was an Army officer.
He was commissioned in
cavalry from West Point in
1933. During WWII, he com-
manded Third Army caval-
ry units and was decorated
three times for gallantry.
From 1955 to 1957 he was
chief of staff, then assistant
commander, of the 3rd Ar--
mored Division and served
two years with NATO's
land forces in Central
Europe. He was com-
mander-in- chief USAREUR
and Seventh Army when he
retired in 1971.




