CAPTAIN ROBERT G. FIX

A night attack presents some unique challenges (or the mnfan-
try in terms of command and control, movement to and maneu-
ver on the objective, and the integration of fire support assets.
Night attack training raises some real questions for an infan-
try company commander (light, air assault, or airborne):
Should the attack be supported or nonsupported, illuminated
or nonilluminated? Will the scheme of maneuver use so-called
conventional tactics (wire, release points), or will daylight tac-
tics be used (overwatch force, maneuver force)? How many
night vision goggles are available to the company? Wil its
ammunition allocations provide the artillery and mortar 1]-
lumination necessary? Is high-explosive ammunition available
to fire a coordinated mission?

Presented with these challenges, a battalion of the 1015t Air-
borne Division (Air Assault) had an opportunity to examine
the night attack exercising three different technigues on the
same objective.

This opportunity grew out of an external evaluation of the
3d Battalion, 187th Infantry, in which the battalion had car-
ried out extensive night operations while conducting missions
within 2 mid-intensity scenario. During the after-action review,
it was noted that the company tactics employed on two sepa-
rate noailluminated mght attacks had been a mixture of day-
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light and limited visibility tactics. The key [eaders said that
although daylight tactics, according to doctrine, are employed
during an illuminated attack, they are often substituted for tac-
tics that should be used during a traditional nonilluminated
night attack.

This ratsed the issue of whether traditional night tacncs
might be too cumbersome and outdated. Further discussion
brought out an interesting tactical dilemma: If an attack that
begins nonilluminated is illuminated at some time during the
attack, a company might be caught in the middle of executing
night tactics where daylight tactics would be more appropriatc.
Although we arrived at no *‘approved solution,’” this did give
us an oppertunity 1o look more closely at three different ways
of conducting such attacks—a nonilluminated night attack, a
night attack by mfiltration, and an illuminated and supported
night anack.

The traditional nonilluminated night attack, as history shows,
is one of the most ditficutt missions for any infantry unit to
plan and execute. More stringent control measures must be
used, and wire is the primary means of communication. Com-
panics systematically use a point of departure (PB) when
crossing the line of depurture (LD) at night, then deploy on
linc using a senes of release points. A probable line of deploy-



ment (PLD) helps the company maimtan its attack formation
as 1t closes upon the objective

Unfortunately, this method of attack is somewhat restric-
tive, because it often leads o a frontal assault in order to bring
the full strength of the vnit’s firepower against the cnemy.
Also, if the PLD is not perpendicular to the direction of at-
tack, it is difficult to keep the unit on line and oriented on
e objective. In short, this tactic often sacrifices mancuver
and flexibility for increased control.

Infiltration is a more innovalive maneuver to use in con-
junction with a night attack. If the enemy has widely scpa-
rated defensive positions, a commander may choose to bypass
the strength of the defensive positions and infiltrate his units
to a position from which they can conduct combat operations
-y the enemy’'s rear area. Ideally, the objective would be unoc-
cupied key terrain that would compromise the enemy’s defen-
stve positions and force his withdrawal.

Such favorable conditions are rare, however. More realisti-
cally, a night attack conducted by infiltrating the enemy’s for-
ward trace would take the form of a raid. Each sub-element
(support, assault, and security} would infiltrate to its respec-
tive position, conduct the assault, and then hold the key ter-
~ain until relieved, or unti! it exfiltrated. Operations of this
sort are possible at company and battalion level, but they re-
quire an extremely high level of training. After all, an infiltra-
tion is a highly complex operation—the sub-elements leave
friendly forward lines from several departure points, then
move along multiple lanes at different times to link up at a
single rendezvous point, all during hours of limited visibili-
ty. By any standard, this is a tall tactical order.

A night operation that incorporates infiltration to respec-
tive support and attack positions requires soldiers of the highest
caliber, And few infantry unus have the personnel stability
they need to sustain the proficiency necessary for this maneu-
ver.

PRACTICAL SOLUTION

A more practical sclution for coping with the problems of
control during limited visibility operations is to plan for the
uge of illumination. Although current doctrine supports this
idea, it is unclear as to the best time to employ illumination
and what tactics should be used once an attack has started.

Current doctrine (FM 7-10) states that “‘a night attack that
initially begins nonilluminated should have illumination
planned, regardless.”* Additionally, the illumination should
not be used untit the assault begins or until the attack is detect-
ed. The current manuals also tell a company commander con-
ducting a nonilluminated attack that if he is detected before
crossing his final control pownt. he should initiate itumina-
tion and continue as if it were a daylight attack.

But there is a radical difference between traditional night
tactics and daylight tactics, and to succeed in using daylight
tactics at night under fire (even with illumination) would be
difficult. There are just too many variables.

A unit needs to have a specific time, place., or set of circum-
stances for initiating illumination, and cvery soldier should
know and understand it. Knowing in advance that illumina-
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non will be used would give both commanders and sold,..
maore freedom. Under dlumination, leaders could then cone.:
trate their etforts on their maneuvering elements using the ¢ v
trol measures associated with daylight tactics instead of wa.
ing lime and energy trying to use nighttime tactics. The con
mander would also have more flexibility because he wou.;
no longer be locked into release points and PLDs, which ma-
for a set-picce mancuver. Instead, the use of an assault po.
tion in which an overwatch element could deploy into its .
tack formation would be 1deal,

As far as the soldiers are concerned, their self-confiden..
would be increased by the knowledge that ilturnination woulc
help them place and control direct fires—a real danger withouw.
Humination,

We concluded that illumination should prove to be the best
method to use in a might attack. And our battalion’s training
exercise confirmed this conclusion.

CONDUCT OF EXERCISE

This is how we conducted our exercise:

The battalion deployed to the field, and while most of the
battalion conducted squad external evaluations, Company A

conducted thie three variations on the night attack. On the firs:
night, the company conducted a nonilluminated attack and en-
countered the same problems normally associated with a ‘‘tra-
ditional’” night attack. Surprisingly, though, the use of wirc
for communications was not a problem. In fact, because or
planning and several rehearsals, the use of wire was a rather
simple and successful addition. Wire was used effectively
down to the platoon level while maintaining communications
with battalion. The only real problem was the limited amount
of wire and number of switchboards authorized by the TOE.

The company used release, points successfully and, in short
order, deployed on line in the direction of the objective. Be-
cause of terrain limitations, however, no recognizable PLD
was available, and the unit encountered its first problems as
it moved forward to attack. Control of the formation quickly
diminished as rugged terrain and darkness hindered the com-
pany’s movement.

As the enemy initiated contact, the control of maneuvering
soldiers and of direct fires deteriorated. Once the objective had
been seized, consolidation and reorganization took on a new
meaning as soldiers tried to regain contact with their elements.

They performed as well as could be expected on unfamiliar
terrain, with no illumination, against stiff resistance, and with
enemy obstacles to breach. Nonetheless, in actual battle, heavy
casualties probably would have been incurred from the lack
of contrel and from friendly fires,

On the second night, the company executed an infiltration
into the objective area. The overwaich element used one lane,
and the maneuver element moved along another, leaving from
separate departure points at different times. The commander

simplified the infiltration by not dividing the separate elements
into smaller sub-elements. Consequently, no linkups were re-
quired in the objective area. This sacrificed stealth for the sake
of control, yet adhered to the principles of the maneuver tech-
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mdue Beeause the mancuver element was simaller (two pla-
taons mstead of three), soldwers and drect fires were casy 1o
contrel onee the attack began

Finally . on the third mght. the company esecuted anillun-
nated and supported mght attach In preparation for this last
variation. marcuver space was selected 10 provide an objec-
uve area adjacent to an artllery impact arca Firing ponts were
carelully selected for the Bmm mortar platoon and a battery
of 105mm howitzers  These postmions enabled the indirect lire
support clements to make the most of their dlumination capa-
bilities within safety constraints.

Once this was accomplished. lire support planning wus con-
ducted by the battalion fire support officer. the company com-
mander, and the company lire support officer. Plans were
made for supporting fires along the route, on the objective,
in blocking positions. and just forward of the limit of advance,
Since illununation rounds were m short supply, the umit was
mstructed to be as frugal with them as possible. Consequent-
ly. afateral spread of only two rounds was planned, but this
proved to be more than adequatc—ideal. in fact.

The compaay crossed the LD and moved in column to its
assault position just &t EENT (cnd of evening nautical rwi-
light) and as preparatory fires began to hammer the objective,
The support element split off and wssumed its overwaich posi-
tion as the mancuver element cleared the assault position and
swung wide to attack the ¢nemy’s flank, As the assault ele-
ment neared the enemy s (ripie-strand concertina wire and
booby traps, preparatory tires were lifted and direct hires
begun. As the support clement opened fire, the illumination
was initiated and the company aggressively breached the obsta-
cles and mancuvered across the ohjective,

The illumination greatly improved the control of the maneu-
ver force und the supporting tires. because 1t allowed the sol-
diers to conduct fire and movenment freely and also allowed

the support element o acquire targets safely until thewr fir
were Difted and shifted. Addimionally. the unit was able 1o con.
salidate and reorganize quickly because 1t was not as nter -
mingled as durmg the nonitluminated attack. By and large,
Mununation closed the gap between utter confusion and a well-
cantrolled mght operation

The battalion’s leaders and soldiers Jearned a great deal from
this opportunity, because we were able to exercise three dif-
ferent versions of the night avack The tasks and standards,
remiuncd the same, but the conditions varied. The results aleo
varied  Unequivocally. the dlluminated and supported night
attack conducted with daylight tactics proved the most success-
ful. That is not to say this 1s the approved solution, but it does
point out the need for leaders to continue examining different
techniques and ideas

The battalion found a better way to incorporate illumina-
tion into its night operations. and the 101st Airborne Divi-
ston now has & training vehicle for other companies and bat-
talions to use in executing their own iltuminated and supported
night attacks. The end resuit will be an improvement in the
division's proficiency during hours of limited visibility.

Captain Robert G. Fix was the project officer for
the illuminated night attack by the 3d Battahon,
187th Infantry, in which he commanded Company
C A 1981 graduate of the United States Military
Academy, he also served as plaloon leader and
executive officer with the 1st Baltalion, 503d In-
fantry at Fort Campbell

Captain Frank H. Rice is commander of Compa-
ny A, 3d Battalion, 187th Infantry Previously he
setved as a nfle platoon leader, company execu-
tive officer, and adjutant with the 1st Battalion,
35th Infantry, 25th Infantry Dwision. He recently
completed the Infantry Officer Advanced Course
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