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CHAPTER 1

THE PREWAR EXPERIENCE

Genesis of the Airborne Concept

The genesis of Soviet airborne military doctrine
occurred during the decade of the 1920s, a period
characterized by intense intellectual ferment in Soviet
military affairs. That ferment ultimately converged with
the movement toward industrialization and the adoption of
modern technology to produce, in the early 1930s, a
renaissance of military thought within the Soviet Union.
A generation of military leaders and thinkers, conditioned
by a revolutionary philosophy and participation 1in the
Russian Civil War and Allied intervention and eager to
elevate the Soviet Union into a competitive military
position with the rest of Europe, gave shape and focus to
that renaissance. They were imaginative men, infused with
ideological =zeal, encouraged by their political leaders
to experiment, and willing to learn from the experiences
of military leaders abroad. Their efforts produced a
sophisticated military doctrine, advanced for its time,
and an elaborate, if not unique, military force structure
to implement that doctrine.

It is one of the major ironies of history that the
work of these men--the Tukhachevskys, the Triandafilovs,
the Issersons, and a host of others--would be eclipsed and
almost forgotten. Their efforts for the Soviet Union
earned for them only sudden death in the brutal purges of
the late 1930s. The formidable armed force they had built
and the sophisticated thought that had governed use of
that force decayed. The brain of the army dulled, and
imagination and initiative failed. The military
embarrassments of 1939-40 and the debacle of 1941 blinded
the world to the true accomplishments of Soviet military
science in the 1930s, and an appreciation of those
accomplishments never really returned. The military
leaders of 1943-45 resurrected the concepts of their
illustrious predecessors and competently employed them to
achieve victory over Europe's most vaunted military
machine. Yet the memories of the Soviets' poor
performance in 1941 never faded and have since colored
Western attitudes toward Soviet military art. Thus, it is
appropriate to recall the realities of Soviet military
development unblemished by the images of 1941. One of
those realities was Soviet experimentation with airborne
forces in the 1930s.




Soviet receptivity to the idea of air assault was but
a part of greater Soviet interest in experimentation with
new military ideas to restore offensive dominance to the
battlefield. World War I had seen the offensive fall
victim to static defensive war. In positional warfare,
the firepower of modern weaponry stymied the offense and
exacted an excruciating toll in human lives. Those wedded
to the idea of the dominance of the infantry--the ultimate
elevation of men to preeminence on the battlefield--saw
the infantry slaughtered in the ultimate humiliation of
man's power to influence battle. Infantry, the collective
personification of man, dug antlike 1into the ground,
overpowered by impersonal firepower and the crushing
weight of explosives and steel.

New weapons--the tank, the airplane--emerged during
wartime, but most military theorists saw these weapons as
demeaning to the infantry and as an adjunct to the
existing technological dominance of fire. Yet there were
those who experienced war in a different context. For
three years after 1918 in the vast expanse of Russia,
regiments, brigades, divisions, and armies engaged in a
seesaw civil war--a chaotic confrontation over vast
territories, a war in which the =zeal of man and his
ability to act counted more than human numbers on the

battlefield. Shorn of advanced weaponry, the separate
armies joined a struggle in which imaginative maneuver
paid dividends, in which rudimentary operational and

tactical techniques could once again be tested without
prohibitive loss of 1life. It was a different sort of
struggle, one that conditioned many of its participants to
be receptive to new ideas of warfare. The credibility of
the offense emerged supreme, and to that new faith in the
offense was added the imperative of an ideology that
inherently embraced the offensive.

The Red Army (RKKA*) as it emerged from the civil war
was crude by Western standards. Large, ill-equipped, and
relatively unschooled in military art, the Red Army was
simultaneously the shield of the Soviet state and the
lance of revolutionary socialism. Although the ardor for
international revolution waned in the face of harsh
economic and political realities and the army shrank in
the immediate postwar years to provide manpower for
factories and fields, the revolutionary foundation of the
army remained. The writings of Mikhail Frunze enunciated
the uniqueness of the Red Army. The attitudes and

*Raboche-Krest'yanskaya Krasnaya Armiya (Workers and
Peasants Red Army). '




actions of the leading commanders and theorists better
characterized the reality of the army. Theoretical
debates within the army over the nature of war and the
role of man and modern weaponry began in the twenties. At
first, these debates expressed mere hopes, kept so by the
reality of Soviet industrial and technological
backwardness. But as that industrial development began to
accelerate, goaded by Stalin's ruthless "Socialism in One.

Country," and as technological proficiency rose, either
generated from within or imported from abroad, abstract
hopes turned into concrete policies and programs. These

new doctrines sought to combine the offensive potential of
new weapons with the ideological zeal and faith in the
offensive which was born of revolution and civil war
experience. Thus, while the victors of World War I sought
to make new weapons the slave of the defense and guarantee

the status quo, those defeated--Germany and the
U.S.5.R.~--turned to the new weaponry as a means to
overturn the status quo. In this sense, it 1is not

surprising that German and Soviet military thought evolved
in so similar a manner during the interwar years.

The shape of future Soviet military thought began to
take form in the late 1920s. Frunze's postulation of a
proletarian military doctrine reflecting the <classless
nature of the Socialist state gave focus to that thought.
Soviet officers began to ponder the implications of
Frunze's '"Unified Military Doctrine," a doctrine that
dictated dedication to maneuver, aktivnost (activity), and
the offensive in the real world of battle. These new
principles rejected the concepts of defensive, static,
positional warfare so dominant in Western European and
American military thought.1

Although Frunze died in 1925, other thinkers expanded
his theories, deriving  first an intellectual basis in
doctrine and then specific methods and techniques to

translate that doctrine into practice. The Field
Regulation (USTAV¥*) of 1929 reflected this mixture of
theory and experiment. It established the objective of

conducting deep battle (glubokyi boi) to secure victory at
the tactical depth of the enemy defense by using combined
arms forces, specifically infantry, armor, artillery, and
aviation, acting in concert.?2 Deep battle, ' however,
remained an abstract objective that could be realized only
when technology and industry provided the modern armaments
necessary for its execution. The 1929 regulation was a

*Ustavlenie (regulation). Russians routinely refer to
regulations as USTAVs.




declaration of intent, an intent that would begin to be
realized in the early 1930s as the first Five Year Plan
ground out the heavy implements of war.

Among those implements of war were tanks and aircraft,
each symbolizing an aspect of potential deep battle. The
tank offered prospects for decisive penetration,
envelopment, and the exploitation of offensive tactical
success to effect greater operational success, the latter
dimension conspicuously absent in the positional warfare
of World War I. Aircraft also added a new dimension to
the ©battlefield. Besides the potentially devastating
effects of aerial firepower, aircraft offered prospects
for vertical envelopment, a third dimension of offensive
maneuver. Vertical envelopment, of potential value even
in isolation, would supplement the offensive action of
mechanized forces and further guarantee the success of
deep battle. Thus, the emerging doctrinal fixation on
deep battle gave impetus to experimentation with airborne
forces, experimentation that began in earnest in the late
twenties.

Early Experimentation

Experimentation with airborne forces went hand in
glove with doctrinal research. Although many theorists
examined the uses of airborne forces, in particular the
problems and the missions, M. N. Tukhachevsky played the
leading role. As commander of the Leningrad Military
District, he conducted trial exercises and prepared a
study on the '"Action of Airborne Units in Offensive
Operations." As a result of his critiques of exercises
conducted in 1929 and 1930, he proposed to the Revoensovet
(Revolutionary Military Soviet) a sample aviation
motorized division TOE (table of organization and
equipment) for use as an operational-strategic landing
force.3 Supplementing  Tukhachevsky's  work, A. N.
Lapchinsky, chief of staff of the Red Army's air force
(VVS*) and N. P. Ivanov wrote an article investigating
such precise airborme problems as time and place of
landing, order of landing, mutual operations with aviation
and land forces, calculation of required forces, and
landing times for airborne units of battalion to

regimental size.4 These theoretical discussions
paralleled practical exercises in both countryside and
classroom. Simultaneously, other agencies worked in

developing all types of airborne equipment as evidenced by
the first domestic production of parachutes in April 1930.

*Voenno-Vozdushnyi sil'.




Active experimentation grew in scope when, on 2 August
1930, a major test occurred near Voronezh in the Moscow
Military District.s To test 1landing techniques rather
than tactics, three R-1 aircraft dropped two detachments
of twelve parachutists armed with machine guns and rifles;
their mission was to perform a diversionary mission in the

enemy rear. The detachment commanders, L. G. Minov and
Ya. D. Moshkovsky, would play a leading role im future
airborne experimentation. The Voronezh test drop, from

heights of 500 and 300 meters, focused on solutions of
such technical problems as preventing dispersal of dropped
personnel, determining visibility on the part of airborne
troops, and calculating the time necessary for those
troops to reform and become combat capable. The exercise
was repeated at the same location in September 1930 when
ANT-9 aircraft dropped an eleven-man detachment wunder
Moshkovsky's command.®  While the military district
commander, A, J. Kork, looked on, the detachment
successfully. seized documents from an ‘"enemy' division
headquarters. The success of these experiments was noted
in a decree of the Revoensovet on the results of combat
training. The decree mandated conduct of additional
airborne exercises in 1931, to emphasize both technical
and tactical aspects of an air assault.’ From 1933 on,
virtually all Soviet field exercises included airborne
operations.

Early experimentation in various military districts
gave rise to the formation of an experimental aviation
motorized landing detachment in Tukhachevsky's Leningrad
Military District in March  1931. This detachment
consisted of a rifle company; sapper, communications, and
light -vehicle platoons; a heavy bomber aviation squadron;

and a corps aviation detachment. Ya. D. Lukin commanded
the 164 men, under the staff responsibility of D. N.
Nikishev. The unit had two 76-mm guns, two T-27

tankettes, four grenade launchers, three Llight machine
guns, four heavy machine guns, fourteen hand machine guns,
and a variety of light vehicles. Twelve TB-1 bombers and
ten R-5 light aircraft provided aviation support.
Tukhachevsky charged the detachment to conduct airborne
operations to achieve tactical aims; specifically, a
parachute echelon would seize airfields and landing strips
in the enemy rear to secure an area for landing the main
force.9 At first, the unit tested organizational
concepts and equipment for airlanding but did not address
the issue of airdrop. In June 1931, Tukhachevsky ordered
the creation of an experimental non-TOE parachute
detachment in the lst Aviation Brigade to test the airdrop
dimension of airborne operations. This new unit became
the parachute echelon of the combined airborne force and,
with forty-six volunteers under Minov, practiced airdrops
in exercises at Krasnoye Selo and Krasnogvardeisk, outside




Leningrad, and at Mogilevka, in the Ukraine, during August
and September 1931. At Mogilevka, I. E. Yakir, the Kiev
Military District commander, supervised the dro of
Minov's twenty-nine men from several ANT-9 aircraft.l

On 14 December 1931, 1. P. Belov, Tukhachevsky's
successor as the Leningrad Military District commander,
reported on the airborne exercises to the Revoensovet.
Belov 1lauded the success of airborne troops in working
with ground and naval forces in the enemy's rear areas.
In particular, the exercises accented the paratroopers'
ability to capitalize on their inherent element of

surprise. Belov echoed Tukhachevsky's earlier call ¢to
create TOE airborne divisions based on existing
detachments. Specifically, Belov argued that an airborne

division consist of a motor landing brigade, an aviation
brigad%1 a parachute detachment, and essential support
units.

Though positive in general, air force assessments of
the more than 550 airborne exercises pointed out several
noticeable shortcomings in the use of airborne forces.
All the drops had taken place in summer, and few had
occurred at night. Drops were small-scale and usually
resulted in considerable dispersion of forces. The air
force command criticized the haphazard study of foreign
parachute equipment and urged accelerated work on Soviet
domestic chutes.l12

On 5 January 1932, on the basis of these and other

reports, the Revoensovet issued its own report,
'Concerning the “Aviation Motorized Detachments of the
Leningrad Military District.'" That report mandated the

creation of four aviation motorized detachments, one each
in the Moscow, Leningrad, Belorussian, and Ukrainian
military districts, and the establishment of a squadron of
TB-1 bombers to transport the airborne troops. The
Leningrad detachment at Detskoye Selo, designated the 3d
Motorized Airborne Landing Detachment, was formed from two
existing aviation landing units. Commanded by M. V.
Boytsov, the detachment bad 144 men organized into three
machine gun companies and three aviation squadrons,
supported by an aviation park (aviation support units).
These units would deploy on a functional basis as a
parachute battalion of two companies and a landing group

of one company and one artillery battery. The detachment
had six 76-mm guns, eighteen light machine guns, 144
automatic pistols, and light vehicles. For
transportation, the aviation squadrons contained six

ANT-9, six R-5, three TB-1, and three U-2 aircraft.l3

The grandiose plans of the Revoensovet to create four of
these detachments failed, probably because of shortages of




equipment and trained personnel. Only the Leningrad
detachment was complete, although the Ukrainian Military
District formed a thirty-man parachute platoon. No units
appeared in other districts. Consequently, exercises
involving the Leningrad detachment would be the focus for
further experimentation. 14

The conceptual framework for wuse of ‘airborne forces
became more elaborate in February 1932 when a Red Army
order, ''Temporary Regulation on the Organization of Deep
Battle," recognized that the 1929 hope of being able to
conduct such battle was becoming a reality. Although the
basic regulation emphasized the role of mechanized forces
in the success of deep battle, the Red Army discussed the
utility of airborne forces in a companion draft document,
"Regulation on the Operational-Tactical Employment of
Aviation Motorized Landing Detachments." The new
regulation declared that aviation motorized detachments
were ‘''army operational-tactical wunits that coordinated

closely with ground forces." When mobilized, the
detachments would perform diversionary missions, such as
destroying enemy rail and road bridges, ammunition
warehouses, fuel dumps, and aircraft at forward
airfields. They would also support ground offensive
- operations by destroying enemy lines of communication,
supply depots, headquarters, and other important

objectives in the enemy rear areas. In addition, they
would block withdrawal or reinforcement by enemy forces.
During defensive operations, the detachments would perform
similar functions by striking enemy command and control
facilities, disrupting enemy troop movements, and securing
airfields in the enemy rear area. S

Having articulated the concept of airborne operations,
the Red Army addressed the issues of training and
equipment development. The Red Army Training Directorate
issued a series of directives that outlined training
requirements for airborne wunits and “subdivided that
training into four categories: parachute, glider,
airlanding, and combined operations. Training in each
category occurred in close <coordination with aviation
units. In April 1932, the '"Regulations Concerning the
Special Design Bureau (QOKB) of the VVS, RKKA' addressed
equipment requirements and entrusted the OKB with planning
and developing air assault equipment, in particular
gliders and parachute platforms for transporting gums and
vehicles, and modifying the TB-1 bomber to transport
airborne troops.lb By November 1932, the OKB had worked
out specific equipment requirements for ~ the aviation
motorized detachments, including modifications to the TB-1
and TB-3 bombers.




While the Red Army issued its specific regulations,
eXercise experience and theoretical writings continued to
refine practices and concepts of airborne force use. An
exercise of the Leningrad 3d Motorized Airborne Landing
Detachment on 29 September 1932 at Krasnogvardeisk,
conducted under the watchful eyes of the Revoensovet
chairman, K. E. Voroshilov, included a full cycle of
airborne activities. Drop, attack, and withdrawal were
all rated successful.l/ A 17 November 1932 Revoensovet
order assessing the year's exercises noted that problems
of airbornme assault still existed but again emphasized the
importance of the unit.

Two important contributions to airborne theory
appeared in 1932, fueling the movement toward fielding
larger and more numerous airborne wunits. Tukhachevsky
published an article investigating the 'New Question of
War" and articulating the role and missions of airborne
forces. He stressed the operational and tactical missions
of such forces by stating that "air assault forces must
operate between deployed enemy corps, army, and front
reserves, arresting the action of the forces throughout
the operational depth of the defense."l8 The chief of
airborne forces of the Red Army air force staff, E. I.
Tatarchenko, seconded the views of Tukhachevsky with an

article in War and Revolution titled “"Technical,
Organizational, and Operational Questions of Airborne
Forces.'"  Tatarchenko argued for creation of separate,

uniquely armed airborne forces to operate in close
coordination with aviation units in attacks on enemy rear
areas. He stressed the necessity for simultaneous airdrop
over larger areas to reduce dispersion of the airborne
force and to reduce drop time. He also proposed a
time-phased employment of the assault: a small group
would prepare the landing sight, an advanced guard would
secure a larger landing area, and a main force would
follow to conduct the major phase of the operation.l9
Thus, the February regulations and the theoretical
articles of 1932 paved the way for more concrete measures
for the development of an airborne force.

Formation of an Airborne Force

The growing sophistication of airborne doctrine and
the development of new equipment forced attention on the
need to create larger airborne units. An 11 December 1932
Revoensovet order directly responded to the need, creating
an airborne brigade from the existing detachment in the
Leningrad Military District.20 The new brigade would
train an airborne cadre and establish operational norms




for all Soviet airborne units. In addition, by 1 March
1933, aviation landing detachments would be created in the
Belorussian, Ukrainian, Moscow, and Volga ~ military
districts, and non-TOE aviation assault battalions would
be set up in rifle corps and cadre rifle divisions
throughout the Soviet Union. To implement the Revoensovet
order, a directive of the Commissariat of Military and
Naval Affairs transformed the Leningrad Military
District's 3d Motorized Airborne Landing Detachment into
the 3d Airborne Brigade (Special Purpose), commanded by
Boytsov. Unlike the earlier detachment, the new brigade
was a combined arms unit organized with both peacetime and
wartime TOEs. It had a parachute detachment (battalion
size), a motorized/mechanized detachment (battalion size),
an artillery battalion, and an air group comprised of two
squadrons of TB-3 modified bombers and one squadron of R-5
aircraft. Initially, four such special purpose airborne
detachments (lst through 4th) were formed in the Volga,
Belorussian, Ukrainian, and Moscow '‘military districts,
each with peacetime and wartime TOEs. Throughout 1933,
the Revoensovet created twenty-nine ‘'additional non-TOE
special purpose airborme battalions in the rifle corps and
cadre rifle divisions of other military districts so that,
by year's end, the twenty-nine existing airborne
battalions totaled more than 8,000 men. By 1 January
1934, the force structure included one airborne brigade,
four aviation motorized detachments, twenty-nine separate
airborne battalions, and several company- and platoon-size
elements totaling 10,000 men.2l To train airborne
cadres, the Revoensovet, in March 1933, initiated a
special airborne <course that focused on the precise
techniques required by parachute, landing, and combined
operations.?2Z While the units organized, staff
responsibilities governing their use emerged. The Red
Army staff was responsible for training and overall use of
airborne forces. In wartime, the Red Army air force would
deliver wunits to combat, but, once in combat, airborne
units would be under the operational control of the fronts
and armies, The 1933 airborne organization remained
unchanged until 1936.

Civilian organizations helped provide the manpower for
Soviet airborne units. Komgsomol (Communist Union of
Youth) and Osocaviakhim (Society for the Promotion of
Defense and the Furthering of Aviatiom and of the Chemical
Industry of the U.S.S.R.) sponsored sport parachuting,
which became popular in the Soviet Union of the 1930s and
created a large pool of trained youth parachutists.23

Meanwhile, theoretical work on airborne force
employment continued, punctuated by increasingly elaborate
airborne exercises. On 15 June 1933, the Red Army




ﬁssistant chief of staff, S. A. Mezhenikov, issued the

Temporary Instructions on the Combat Use of Aviation
Landing Units."24 This regulation, broader than its
1932 predecessor, categorized airborne assaults as either
operational (conducted by a regiment or brigade against
objectives in the operational depth of the defense) or
tactical (carried out by one to two companies or a
battalion against objectives in its tactical depth). The
regulations also defined the specific functions of each
command level in an airborme operation. Combined arms
headquarters staffs, the chief of the. air group, and the
airborne commander were jointly to work out employment
plans after conducting a systematic reconnaissance and a
careful assessment of force requirements and objectives.
Then, the commander of the airborne operation would fully
coordinate the actions of the aviation and airborne units
and also ensure that airborne force plans were coordinated
with the plans of the ground force commander in whose
sector the airborne force operated. The aviation unit
commander was in command from the time airborne - forces
loaded on the aircraft to the time of their descent or
landing. The regulation required that airborme forces
engage in bold maneuvers to capitalize on the element of
surprise and to effect speedy employment and rapid
concentration of forces. Because airborne units were
equipped with only light weapons, the regulation
emphasized the decisive importance of using the forces in
mass.

In consonance with the new instructions, exercises
involving airborne forces intensified. 1In September 1933,
at Luga in the Leningrad Military District, the 3d
Airborne ‘Brigade conducted a tactical exercise under
Tukhachevsky's supervision. Operating in poor . weather
conditions (strong winds and low clouds), the paratroopers
dropped in a heavily defended enemy rear area to block
enemy withdrawal and movement of reserves. The surprise
drop, conducted after the lifting of a friendly artillery
barrage, succeeded in driving off the enemy, occupying the
objective, and repulsing enemy reserves. Tukhachevsky was
pleased with the results.2> 1In September the following
year, near Minsk in the Belorussian Military District, a
multiple airborne assault supported a ground force
offensive exercise. On 7 September, a 129-man force
dropped to secure a section of highway west of Minsk and a
key crossing over the Svisloch River where, in
coordination with an advancing motorized regiment, it
blocked enemy withdrawal routes from the city. On 9
September near Trostyanets, northeast of Minsk, a second
operational assault by 603 men, in close coordination with
an advancing mechanized brigade, blocked movement of enemy
reserves into the city. The two airborne operations
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emphasized coordination between ground and: airborne units
operating in the enemy rear. : )

Capitalizing on the success of the 1934 maneuvers,
more extensive airborne activity occurred in- the 1935
maneuvers. Held in the Kiev Military District, under the
supervision of Army Commander First Rank I. E. Yakir and
the watchful eyes of such 1luminaries as Voroshilov,
Budenny, Gamarnik, Tukhachevsky, and Egorov, the exercise
tested - techniques  for ~conducting deep Dbattle.* The
scenario involved the penetration of a strong defense by a
rifle corps reinforced by a tank battalion and RGK (High
Command reserve) artillery (see map 1, p. 12). A cavalry
corps and a mechanized corps developed that penetration.
A large airborne assault supported their efforts to
encircle and destroy the enemy. The airborne force of two
parachute regiments (1,188 men) and two rifle regiments
(1,765 men), under control of a rifle division, had to
land at Brovary (northeast of Kiev), secure a landing area
and crossings over the Dnepr River, block the approach of
enemy reserves from the east, and cooperate with cavalry
and rifle corps units attacking Kiev from the west. More
than 1,000 troops of the parachute echelon, flying in from
bases 280 kilometers away, participated in a simultaneous
drop and secured the landing area. Troops of the main
force rifle regiments followed and, together with _the
parachute echelon, accomplished their assigned mission.

Western attaches viewed the drop with interest. The
British attache, Maj. Gen. (later Field Marshal) A. P.
- Wavell reported: ‘

We were taken to see a force of about 1,500 men
dropped by parachute; they were supposed to
represent a '"Blue" force dropped to occupy the
passages of a river and so delay the advance of
the '"Red" Infantry corps which was being brought
up for the counteroffensive. This parachute
descent, though its tactical wvalue may be
doubtful, was a most spectacular performance. We
were told that there were no casualties and we
certainly saw none; in fact the parachutists we
saw in action after the landings were in
remarkably good trim and mostly moving at the

*1. E. Yakir, Kiev Military District commander; K. E.
Voroshilov, people's commissar of defemse; S. M. Budenny,
inspector of Cavalry Forces; Ya. B. Gamarnik, deputy
commissar of defense; M. N. Tukhachevsky, deputy commissar
of defense; A. I. Egorov, chief of the General Staff.
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