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INTRODUCTIC N

Herein, the writer shall, by presentation and discus-
sion of combat exsmples, illustrate that the element of sur-
prise is seldom achieved by the attacking force in mountainous
terrain. The combat examples relating small unit actions point
up the fact that at battalion ond company level, surprise is
to a great degree dependent upon the terrain over which they
conduct their cffense,

By combat erample and ensuing discussion the writer will
f1lustrate that the following quotation from a pertinent field
manual is in need of modificstion. Field Manual 70-10, states
that, "Cffensive action is characteri zed in all its phases by
survrige attacks and attempts at flanking manuever, combined
with frontal action on a broad front®,(8:13) Only so much of
the ahove quotation as reads, ™ is characterized in all its
vhases by surprise attacks"™, would seem disputable in the light
of this research. -

Due to observation and fields of fire in mountainous ter-
rain, when well organized by a determined defender, surprise

te an illusive element which, if achieved, enables us as the

-
Lt

attacker to gaiﬁ:dbjective at a minimum cost in men and materiel.
Tn our own concevts of defensive tactics we do not normally
visualize & surprise attack by the enemy when favorable terrain,
such as is afforded in mountains, is held and organized by our
own forces. The writer therefore cannot accent the idea that

an enemy would mot use these same advantages afforded by hold-

ing key terrain in mountains.



=Thé discussion in this monograph does not in any way ques~ n

ioh-theavalidity of principles. The quéstion concerns the

. master of asplication of principles. This is in #n sffort to
dissolve any illusion the sma)l unit leader may have concern-
ing advantsres afforded him by the element of surprise when
attacking in mountainous terrain,

Resewrreh for the subject iz limited in that unit histories
from recognized sources szre, for the most part, general in nature
and are seldom specific in their discussion of small unit actions,

Evaluation of available material on "0ffensive Action in
Mourtainous Terrain®™, was difficult in that the various histor-
isns did not relate the same detzils regarding small unit act-
jons. The comparison of accounts does not point up any serious
disagreements as regards the subject. It merely shows that
individual writers considered different incidents occurring in
the same action as being of more importance to the operation,
whereupon each of them recorded a slightly different version.
This divergence did cause difficulty in finding examples from
one source which wholly substartiated that of another, especlally
at battalion and company level,

The nurvose of the writer is to orovoke thought and disecus-
sion among contemporaries as concerns the validity of nortions
of current Field Manuals, as written. The subject was chosen
" because of the many articles written on "Offensive Action in
Mountainous Terrain" during World War II. The material recorded
during that period can now be viewed in retrospect, and also

in the light of subsequent actions.
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LISCUSSION
COMEAT EXAFPLE I

The 1st Battalion, 363rd Infantry, 9lst Infantry ﬁivi&iﬁﬁ};ﬂ 

a part of Fifth Army's forces in Italy, participated in the
attack to secure MT MONTICELLI. The Fifth Army at that time
(September 194L) was to continue the pressure in Italy, thus de- -
taining a sufficient German strength in the Italian theater
necessary to fight on that additional fromt.{3:21)

MT MONTICELLI was being deferded by elements of the Lth
German Parachute Division.{10:7) The exact strength of this
position is not recorded, Positions were well dug in and organ-
ized as a part of the Gothic Line across Italy designed to halt
alliec advances toward the north.

The attack was made as a coordinated battalion attack. The
1st Battalion attacked in a column of companies, Company A, fol-
lowed by Company C, with Company B in battalion reserve., The
1st Battsllon was attacking in a coordinated regimental effort
to take CASACCE on the MT MUNTICELLI Ridge during the night of
12 Septemker 1944. The battalion assembled for the attack dur-
ing cover of darkness and moved out for a night attack. The
battalion was to guide on MT FONTICELLI which was being marked
by rounds of white phosphorus.{10:9)

The following events were recorded of this action:

1. Company A became disorganized upon reaching a position
in a defile which masked its view of the white phosphorus mark-
ing rounds and was at this time engaged by heavy enemy mortor
and artillery fire, while some 1200 yards short of arn assault

nosition.




2, Company & was not able to maintain contact with Com-
pany C, whilch company was to follow Company A in the night at-
tack.

3. Company A withdrew to reorganize, as a result of enemy

fire and loss of contact.

4. Company C was engazed by enemy defensive fires and

could make no contact with Company A.

5, Company C withdrew to reorganize.

6. Both these companies were under enemy fire prior to
reaching an attack position.

Captaein Lloyd J. Inman relates in his monograph that the
above events led up to the continuation of the battalion attack
at 0800 hours, 13 Sevtember, 1944, Company A on the left, Com-
cany C on the right with Company B continuing its mission to
protect the hattalion left flank, and continue as the battalion
reserve. The narrative is further substantiated by the unit
history as written by then Captain Ralph E. Stroctman.(5:69)

The action of 1st Battalion against MT MONTICELLI, as
gleaned from these two accounts is as follows:

The 1st Battalion continued the attack at 0800 hours 13 3Sept-
ember 194, with Company A on the left and Company C on the right.
Company B continued to vrotect the exposed ieft flank of the bat-
talion. In & valley at the root of MT MOKTICELLI, Company A
was again disorganized by enemy fire.(10:9)

The account of the battalion action thus far does not bring
the attack to a conclusion. For the sake of closure, the nar-
rative depicts reorganization and subsequent attacks by the bat-
talion, until T LW ITCELLI finally fell on the third day. The
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the ohbjective are not considered relevant to the Subjectg'£§ 

they immediately lead into amother similar phase of the batﬁ&f:
or ragimental cnerations.

The terrain in this area is rugged, sparsely wooded on the
higher slopes, and cut up by numerous ravines. MI KUNTICELLI
is not the hipghest peak in the immediate range, but does rise
some 3000 feet above sea level. It is a steep cone shaped peak
comnected to the mountain chain by saddles. On the west is
AL PDZZ0 HILL and to the east UI CASTRU HILL. The slopes of
MT MOETICELLI are steep and precipitous. The foot trails ex-
tend only up the lower slopes, and are of littls value as ap-
proaches for at” :cking forcer.(3:99)

The weather h:. been warm and clear, =zcoling at night.

The fall rains had not yet begun.(10:12)

It is evident that the commanding height of MT MONTICELLI,
with its excellent observation and good fields of fire, denled
the element of surprise to the lst Battalion. Each time a com=-
nany of the battalion moved from an assembly area toward a pos-
sible favorable assault position, it was under observation and
fire. Surprise, as such, is not mentioned in the research
material however it becomes apparent by review and analysis of
the combat example that this principle was rot obtained to advan-
tage. In view of the terrain and enemy organization of that
terrain, surprise was not obtained. This battalion initiated
its attack at night, and continued it on successive days until
the objective finally fell.

Surprise probably occurs in mguntain offensives on an almoﬁt; g
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(ndividaal basis. Individuals and smail patrols might suc-

cessfully attain surprise against out-posts and enewy natrols
b+ careful movement across sach tervain; but the companies of
this battalion were under constant surveillance and fire each
time they moved out from a covered position.

Factora which deny the attacking force the element of
surprise in this example are: lack of cover and concealment
for the attacking force, and the excellent observation afforded
the enemy who held the high ground.

The writer does not belabor the point that such offensives
in mountainous terrain are doomed L0 failure. History proves
that certa’n principles cam, and at times, are violated in or-
der to bring an action to a successful conclusion. Professional
soldiers must recognize the validity of principles and adayt
them to specilic situations as they arise.

COMBAT EXAWPLE I

This next examrle is that of an infantry battalion at-
tacking in heavily forested and mountainous terrain, as re-
lated by Maior Harry F. Yuill, in his monograph.{12) This
example is submitted as a contrast to the first examrle, in
order to further develop the subject as exemplified in another
seographical region.

The U.S. Sixth Army had already invaded the island of
LFYTE in the Philippines and had also extended its operation
to the islands of SAMAR and MINDORO.

The U.S. Sixth Army had also cleared the MANILA BAY area
and was pressing its attack against the mountain strongholds

to the north of MANILA.




In December 194% the newly formed U.S. Eighth A my.
Sixth Apmy's forces on LEYTE, and in March 1945 inhe

mission 6f seizing the islands in the VISATAN GROUP whi
trolled the waterways between LEYTE and MAKILA. There are

large islands in this group; they are, PAKAY, NEGROS, CEBUY and o
8CHOL. For our purposes here the action is limited to the is-
jard of N3GHO3.17)

The following is a summary of information rertinent to the
subiect as extracted from the monograph of Major Yuill.(12)

Tighth Army launched onerations on 26 March 1945 to clear
the VISAYAN GRGUP. By 27 April 1945 the islands were under con-
trol of Bighth Army, except for NEGiUS. On this same date the
164th RCT (less 3rd Bn) went ash-re unapposed on NEGRUS. The
interior of NEGROS is heevily forested with tropical vegeta-
tion, and is very mountaincus. The cvastal plains extend ic -
1and from the sea for anproximately i0 miley, after whick thr.
terrain rises steeply to an estimated elevation of over 6,000
feet, One of the highest peaks in this range is MT (UEKNGS DE
NEGROS with a reported elevation of over 6,240 feet. The only
highway follows the coastline, but is not complete, Access to
the rain forest area of the inland mountains had to be made
via a few existing trails and by our forces chopping their own
paths up the slopes.

Qenerally the weather was favorable to the 164th RCT's
omeration. Temperature ranging from 80 - 90 degrees F., with
moderate rainfall. Fog rarely existed at sea level; some
¢loudiness clung about the heights.{12:6)
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The enemy had withdrawn to the hich ridges in the in-

terior where he was known to have mortars and gutomatic wea-
pons. The Japanese force was known to have approximately
three months food and ammunition supply. His morale was
known to be good, and his troops well rested.

The 164th RCT had been in continuous combat for some 90
days, and had suffered heavy losses among jts most seasoned
troops. Replacements had been furnished, but were considered
of poor caliber.{7:66)

Major Harry F. Yuill related a part of the action on
NEGROS as follows: "The foothills of QUERNOS LE NEGROS con-
sisted of a series of ridges so steep and narrow that maneu¥er
would be restricted to two or three men abreast. Practically
all these ridgelines eventually curved upward and converged
at the v.~y peak of the sountain at an elevation of 6,241 feet.
hoau would pooe.t the »oemy Lo maintain excellent and contin-
uous observaticn of our forces during his defense and subse-
quent retrogréds movements. The front-line troops would have
to serve as the eyes of the regiment immediately and artillery
light aircraft would be available in a few days as soon a&s &
temporary landing strip, now under construction, was com-
plet&d."(lZ:?)

The 164th RCT made successive attacks against the slopes
of MT QUERNOS DE NEGHROS. On 3 June 1945 the 1st Battalion
gained contact with the enemy force on the northwest slopes
of MT QUERNO3 DE NEGROS. To again quote Major Yuill, T"From
5.12 June, the 1lst Battalion made daily attacks on these
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positions witha;h success. All the difficultlies of the oper=:
ation thus far reoccurred here and were now MOTE 2CULEs o » o
Supporting fires were less accurate and effective”, (12:20) B

The Japanese commander succeeded in evading our forces,
and fighting delaying actions from 20 June 1945 until some three
months later when he surrendered his foreces as a part of the
over-all surrender of Japanese Forces in the Philipnines.[12:20}

The action described in the successive attacks against
¥T GUERNGS DE KZGROS, by the lst Battallon, 164th RCT, were
characterized by a lack of counterattack by the enemy, who
was seemingly conserving his forces., His organiszation of key
terrain was a succession of strong points up the ridges of the
mountain. The strong points wers defended in successfﬁl de-
laying actions on successive positions farther and farther up
the heights. The terrain, though heavily wooded by rain forest
and offering the attacker some cover and ccncealment for move-=
ment, did not however roreit 2 surprise attack by ocur Fruces.
The enemy's observation was literally down our necks @il OVEr-
came any advantage that might otherwise have been afforded by
heavy vegetation. Vegetation of this nature must be cut away
in part by advancing troops. This activity can at times he de-
tected by good observers who are familiar with the terrain, and
alse by patrols moving by stealth. The advantage belongs to he
who commands the heights. Although this terrain in the Phil~
ippines is a far cry from the mountains of Italy, similar disad-
vantages for the attacking force are apparent.

In analysis, it is admitted that the example is lacking.
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in detsil insofar as the maneuver of each company in the lst
Battalion is concerned. It is illustrated in this attack that
when troops were forced by characteristics of the terrain and

v>:getation to advance up steep slopes no more than two or three

men abreast, they had little or no opportunity to gain surprise,
as further deployment and dispersion by the attacking force was

not possible.

Surprise attacks can be characterized by speed of movement

allowing arrival by the attacking force in the objective area
prior to the time the enemy can bring the full effect of sup-
porting fires on the attacking force, Although the Japanese
failed to launch aggressive counterattacks, they did success-
fully withdraw and fight delaying actions.

Our forces although approximately of equal strength to
: ﬂ;_ that of the enemy were under constant enemy observation from

the heights of MT GUERNOS DE NEGRUS and as a result, according

to Major Yuill, Madvanced about 5 miles in 5k days".{12:21)
COMBAT EXAMPLE II1

Another example of offensive action in mountainous ter-
rain, as related by Technical Sergeant Lehman, tells of action
in the mountains of Italy and would seem to refute any idea
that surprise was uncommon in this offense. Technical Sergeant
Lehman relates how Company 4, of an unidentified regiment of
the 34th Infantry Division gathered momentum under cover of
supporting artillery fire and assaulted MT PANTANO,(9:11)

The average slope of MI PANTANO is about 30 degrees. The
elevation of the mountain is approximately 3600 feet.

On 29 November 1944 Company A spearheaded the battalion
12




attack. At Oh45 they had closed in their assembly area at

the hase of the mountain.
The Company attacking MT FANTANC, moved out at 0600

under cover of darkness and, "The rolling artillery barrage

began and was pounding steadily over their heads when Captain

Butler raised his arm and swung it forward. The Company,

arranged in a wedge formation, moved slowly up the base of the

hill.®{9:11}
Sergeant Lehman further relates that the Company moved on

up the steep slope and that, "When the company reached the

crest, artillery was still prunding the top of the hill, where

Jerry, not expecting visitors, was keeping cown in his fox~

hole."(9:13)
The analysis of this example, wherein, Company A, attacked -

a hiil shows that a company can move sucesssfully in darkness .

when in mountainous terrain, and as related here, without early

enemy detection,
Surprise was obtained by Company A through use of:

1. Night attack.
2. NMoving well up onto the objesctive under protection of

surporting fires.
This attack illustrates that a company cam, by utilization

of a formation which facilitated its controlled and coordinatei

movement , literally climb onto a difficult objective in mountain=

ous terrain and achieve surprise, Darkness, which had in pre-

vious examples, only served to confuse and disorganize the

attacker, had in this instance allowed movement without enemyj,V

During Company A's assault on the slopes of

13
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MT PANTANO, the supporting fires caused the enemy to take cover
and sacrifice his observation. At least some early warning
might have otherwise been possible from his position on the
high tarrain, even though the attack was made during the hours
of darkness.

This example of a unit obtaining surprise seems to be the
exception rather than the rule during the conduct of the attack
in that particulsr theater of operations. Why enemy observa-
tion posts in a commandine position such as the peak of MT
PANTANO failed to function durinc this action cannot be ascer-
tained.

It is reasonable to assume that in a well organized de-
fense with outposts in operation total surprise such as shown
to be achieved in this account could not be expected. Froper
observation frcm commanding terrain should not permit such free-
dom of advance by the attacking force, or such a minimum of
enemy opposition. TYven more confusing is the lack of employ-
ment by the enemy of any defensive fires against this attack.

From a complete study of the entire action on KT PANTANO,
it is believed by this writer that MT PaNTANO was lightly de=-
fended, as a continuation of this scrutiny reveals that the
Germans launched a counterattack before the objective could be
properly organized by Company A.

The evidence points toward the fact that even though sur-

nrise to some extent may have been gained initially by Company

A, it was soon to be sacrificed as the crown of the mountain

lanking fire from higher

was exposed toc enemy observation and {
peaks in the ares. The heights in such a mountain range are

Li




the thief of surprise.
COMBAT EXANMPLE IV

In order to present a combat example of further contrast,
we go now to an offensive action in Ttaly by the 86th Mountain
Infantry, durinz their advance near QUERCIULA which took place
on 18 February 1945. Unit history relates that, "The 86th
Mountain Infantry had begun its advance at about 2000 on the
18th, and before dawn had accomplished the remarkatle feat of
climbing, storming, and occupying the precipitous mountain wall
on the left of the 87th, with only one man wounded. Ropes and
rock climbers had been used in places, so steep was the ascent.
The surprise was complete; and a number of Prisoners of War
were taken before they had time to offer resistance. This cap-

ture, by the 86th, 18 hours prior to the attack by the remain-

der of the Division, denied vital observation to the Germans,

and raised the hopes of the regiment tremendously." (1:20)

In way of summary and discussioﬁ of the action mentioned
above, the actual scaling of MT MANCINELLO was by a platoon of
Company F, 86th Mountain Infantry, who after having moved into
VIDICIATICO, to position themselves for a nignt attack against
RIVA RIDGE, a promentory of MT MANCINELLO, which was chosen as
a route because it was considered unscalable.

These troops, who had trained at Camp Hale, Colorado,
scaled a mountain wall at night, completely surprising the
Germans. Upon interrogation as to why the approach had not
been protected, a German Prisoner of War stated through an
interpreter, ".... they had no idea we'd taken the ridge, and
36 mistook us for Germsns. And he says even the SS couldn't
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climb that cliff."(2:183) The complete reference for this
summary extends from page 21 throuch page 183 of the above
cited reference. It was not written in exact military form;
there fore much of the content deals with individual person-
alities and accomplishments and for that reason is not pre-
sented herein.

The facts as derived f:om ..~ above mentioned reference,
in an effort to obtain only :10St portions relevant to the
subject are these: A platoon of infantry trained in mountain
warfare succeeded in climbing over the least considered approach
ontc RIVA RIDGE, This was accomplished after many attempts at
discovering a climable route. The men had ropes to assist them
jn this climb. Pitons which would have assisted the climb tre-
mendously were not available. The pitons had not been shipped
with the Division equipment.

Almost total surprise was achieved in this instance. The
reward was in the form of high terrain, much needed by our
forces, and the fact that the platoon sustained only one casualty.

Surprise was possible due toO the training of the men in-
volved. Bven though their equipment was limited, these men were
able throaugh their knowledge of mountainous terrain, their phy-
sical condition and their skill as mountailn climbers, to ascend
a path which was unguarded, except for one small emplacement.

These soldiers who were trained in the art of mountain climb-

ing achieved a feat during their first mission in the war, which

had not been similarly accomplished by other troops who had been

in Italy for a much greater length of time.
Our standard infantry regiments in Italy fought for many
16




mountain peaks, and as shown by the examrles herein, they did
ultimately gain their objectives. These chbjectives were pur-
chased by high expenditures of men and materiel., Such expends
jtures were levied by a well organized enemy, who by contr61 de?
the high pround, and use of the observation inherent to the
peaks, placed fires upon our troops almost at will., The element
of surprise a&s attained by most of our reriments fighting in
mountainous terrain has appeared to be, at best, sorely limited.

The example already given herein of a battalion on the

jsland of NEGROS, in the battle for the Philippines, also points -

up the fact that dense cover and concealment, during the as-
sault of MT QUERNCS DE NEGROS was no real assurance of sur-
prise for the attacking force.

A gzood knowledge of the enemy's organization for defense,
by the staff who plans the mountain of fensive, along with troops :
who have been trained for such missicns seems to be the key to |
the success attained by the platoon of Company F, 86th Mountain
Infantry. Routes for the attack of the heights must not be
picked for their ease of use, or ready accessibility. Routes
vhich would appear the most unlikely to the enemy must be util-
jzed if surprise is to be achieved.

This presentation has jncluded terrain with varying
amounts of vegetaticn and in contrasting climates. Clear exam=
ples of such actions in extremely arid climates were limited;
however it is believed that action in such a climate would not

differ greatly with the offenses on the almost barren slopes

of Italy.

The trooﬁs involved in all the examples, appear by theifﬁ:fﬂ '
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unit histories and accounts by individuals, to be comparable
insofsar as unit strength and morale is concerned. Their sta-
tus of equipment was generally the same. Training and exper-
{ence was not greatly divergent except for that of the mountain
troops. The 86th Mountain Infantry although not battle hard-
ened was extremely successful due to their specialized training.
Throughout the review of combat examples which were rele-

vant to the subject, one fact was continuocusly obviating it-

self; surprise for the advantage of the attacking force was ex-

t?emely limited, and almost never achieved.

The examples show that lack of cover and concealment was
not the only factor affecting surprise, as the tropical rain
forests of the Philippines provided an overhead canopy.

Approaches to the objectives were limited even in the
tropics, and the possible routes for our standard infantry
troops were well known to the enemy. The heights occupied by
the enemy again precluded successful use of surprise.

Fach example had in common the fact that our forces were
the invaders, which in itself was a disadvantage. It is evi~
dent that he who initially controls the heights, can by proper
organization of the terrain almost entirely eliminate any

chance for surprise by an attacking force.




CONCLUSIONS

1. Offensive action in mountainous terrain is seldom-igﬁf

characterized by surprise attacks in all its phases.

2., Surprise, when achieved in mountainous terrain,
enables the attacking force to neutralize their objective withn_  
a minimum expenditure of forces.

3. Cover and concealment for the movement of the attack-
ing force can be rendered ineffective by the observation af-
forded the enemy when he occupies and defends dominant peaks
in mountainous terrain.

L. Surprise in mountainous terrain is more easily and
conplately achieved by troops who are trained in the art of
mountain warfare, and who are thus able to use the least likely
avenuas of approach.

5. Prover use of supporting fires during the attack
acsists in achieving surprise. Such attacks moving well onto
the objective before the supporting fires are lifted. Movement o
under cover of supporting fires is enhanced by the steep grad-
ifents characteristic of mountainous terrain.

6. Oritical terrain, with its inherent observatiom, allows .

the defender ample opportunity for early warning and serves to

limit the use of surprise as a decisive factor for the attackingf"'

force,

7. If surprise is to be achieved in mountainous terraiﬁ,"*5

the night attack should be utilized. This teo can fail when:f"gﬁ.,g;:,

troops have not been sufficiently trained in night movement;a-f'ﬁﬁ
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