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ABSTRACT 

 

On 16 December 1941, Adolf Hitler issued his controversial Haltbefehl (halt order).  

As Germany’s Army Group Center reeled under the Soviet counterattack during the battle 

for Moscow, the Haltbefehl forbade the army to retreat.  Scholars have argued that this 

order ended the Prussian-German method of command called Auftragstaktik.  Under this 

concept, German field commanders enjoyed wide command discretion within the intent of 

their superiors.  This thesis argues that Auftragstaktik did survive at and below the German 

Army’s divisional level during its defensive struggles in the battle for Moscow.  The case 

studies illustrate that field commanders kept their command independence and withdrew 

their units against Hitler’s halt order. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

Introduction 
 

 Many historians view the Soviet Union’s winter 1941 counterattack against 

Germany’s attempt to capture Moscow as the Wehrmacht’s first major defeat and the 

moment when the war began to turn against Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich.  Hitler and the 

German High Command launched Operation Barbarossa, Germany’s invasion of the 

Soviet Union, on 22 June 1941, with the objective of destroying the Red Army in western 

Russia and causing the collapse of the Soviet Union by the time the Wehrmacht reached the 

Dvina and Dnieper Rivers in five to seven weeks.1  However, when the German forces 

reached the Dvina and Dnieper Rivers, the Red Army was still fighting and the Soviet 

Union was still functioning.  In response, Hitler launched Operation Typhoon on 2 

October 1941 with the objective to eliminate the Red Army in front of Moscow and 

capture the Soviet capital in order to defeat the Soviet Union before winter.2  With 

Germany’s Army Group Center operating beyond its ability to continue an organized 

offensive against Moscow, the Soviet Union launched a counterattack on 5 December 

1941, and swept the German army from the outskirts of Moscow.3   

On 8 December, Hitler issued Directive No. 39, which stipulated that Army Group 

Center would only withdraw once reinforcing units established defensive positions behind 

                                                
1 David Stahel, Operation Barbarossa and Germany’s Defeat in the East (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 40-41; 60. 
2 David Stahel, Operation Typhoon: Hitler’s March on Moscow, October 1941 (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013), 1-2. 
3 Stephen G. Fritz, Ostkrieg: Hitler’s War of Extermination in the East (Lexington, Kentucky: The University 
Press of Kentucky, 2011), 192; Robert M. Citino, The German Way of War: From the Thirty Years’ War to the 
Third Reich (Lawrence, Kansas: University of Press of Kansas, 2005), 300. 
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the front.4  However, Army Group Center continued to retreat.  Hitler reacted on 16 

December 1941 by ordering the army to hold its ground at all costs; this order became 

known as the Haltbefehl.5  Auftragstaktik, a Prussian method of command formulated in the 

mid-nineteenth century, gave subordinate commanders command discretion over their 

units within their understanding of the superior’s intent.6  Scholars have argued that 

Hitler’s controversial order of 16 December 1941 sounded Auftragstaktik’s death knell, if 

not its immediate end.7  Nevertheless, despite Hitler’s order, many German units 

withdrew.   

Why did Army Group Center units continue to withdraw against orders and 

without permission?  To understand this discrepancy, one must first realize that the 

majority of historians have analyzed Auftragstaktik only from the perspective of a German 

army on the offensive and possessing initiative.  Second, the widely held notion that 

                                                
4 Ernst Klink, “The Conduct of Operations: The Army and Navy,” in Germany and the Second World War, ed. 
Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, trans. ed. Ewald Osers (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2015), 
704. 
5 Scholars use two dates when referencing Hitler’s Haltbefehl (Halt Order).  Stephen G. Fritz in Ostkrieg: 
Hitler’s War of Extermination in the East (Lexington, Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 2011) and Craig 
W.H. Luther in Barbarossa Unleashed: The German Blitzkrieg through Central Russia to the Gates of Moscow, June-
December 1941 use 16 December 1941. That date was based on Hitler’s giving Generalfeldmarschall Feder von 
Bock, commander of Army Group Center, a verbal order over the phone to cease withdrawing his units. 
Bock mentions in his diary that on 16 December he was told by Hitler over the phone that “there was only 
one decision and that was not to take a single step back, to plug the holes and hold on.” See Klaus Gerber, 
ed., Generalfeldmarchall Feder von Bock: The War Diary, 1939-1945, trans. David Johnston (Atglen, PA: Schiffer 
Military History, 1996), 396. Ernst Klink also uses 16 December 1941 as the date of Hitler’s Haltebefehl as a 
draft was written dated on that date.  See Ernst Klink, “The Conduct of Operations: The Army and Navy,” in 
Germany and the Second World War, ed. Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, trans. ed. Ewald Osers (Oxford, 
UK: Oxford University Press, 2015), 716, note 605.  Eighteen December was when the written order from 
the Supreme Command of the Armed Forces, the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, was published according to 
Hitler’s direction.  See Hans-Adolf Jacobsen, ed., Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommandos der Wehrmacht 
(Wehrmachtführungsstab), Band I/2: 1. August 1940-31. Dezember 1941 (Munich: Bernard & Graefe Verlag, 
1982), 1084. 
6 Antulio J. Echevarria II, After Clausewitz: German Military Thinkers before the Great War (Lawrence, Kansas: 
University Press of Kansas, 2000), 40. 
7 Citino, 300; 302-303; Stephen G. Fritz, Ostkrieg: Hitler’s War of Extermination in the East (Lexington, 
Kentucky: The University Press of Kentucky, 2011), 205. 



 3 

Auftragstaktik ended in front of Moscow in December 1941 has ignored the responsibility 

exercised by subordinate commanders in their command relationships with their superiors.  

This thesis argues that Auftragstaktik did survive at least in partial form at and below the 

Heer’s divisional level during its defensive struggles in the battle for Moscow.  This 

argument not only bridges the discrepancy between Hitler’s order and Army Group 

Center’s withdrawal, but illustrates that Auftragstaktik also applied to German defensive 

doctrines.  It shows that German officers and soldiers could act independently despite their 

service oaths and sometimes criminal orders their superiors commanded them to carry out. 

 This thesis will examine war diaries, unit orders and reports, and postwar accounts 

by the German army leadership that commanded units during the battle for Moscow.  

After the introduction, the first section will discuss the historiography of Auftragstaktik and 

how scholars have ignored its place in German defensive tactics and doctrine.  The 

subsequent sections will look at specific units at and below the divisional level as well as 

how their reaction to the Soviet counterattack forced commanders to choose between 

following Hitler’s Haltbefehl and using their command discretion to carry out their 

defensive tactics, ultimately causing many to withdraw against orders.  The argument will 

rely on case studies from the period 15 December 1941 and 15 January 1942 involving the 

35th Infantry Division, 253rd Infantry Division, 255th Infantry Division, and XLIII Army 

Corps. 
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Historiography 

 The historiography of Auftragstaktik has focused on its development and application 

within Prussian and later German military leadership circles.  In Schlichting, Schlieffen, and 

the Prussian Theory of War in 1914, Daniel J. Hughes stated that the little-remembered 

Prussian general, Sigismund von Schlichting, pioneered Prussia’s formulation of what 

scholars today call Auftragstaktik.  Born in 1829, General Schlichting rose within the 

Prussian army to command a company during the Austro-Prussian War in 1866.  

Schlichting came to the attention of the Prussian Chief of General Staff Helmuth von 

Moltke (the Elder) in 1869 after joining the General Staff in Berlin.8  According to 

Hughes, Schlichting advocated that army manuals should allow “independence of action 

and flexibility” at all levels although Hughes also made it clear that it was Moltke the Elder 

and not Schlichting who originated the concept that subordinate commanders should have 

independence of command.  Schlichting used the writings of Moltke the Elder along with 

the ideas of Clausewitz and others to support his argument in favor of independent 

command when he led the committee that succeeded in revising the army manuals in 

1888.9   

Moltke the Elder deviated from the general Prussian understanding of Napoleonic 

doctrine by positing the concept of “separate armies” as opposed to concentrated forces 

because he believed that concentration inhibited mobility and was logistically difficult to 

sustain. Therefore, the best way to conduct a campaign with separate armies would be to 

                                                
8 Daniel J. Hughes, “Schlichting, Schlieffen, and the Prussian Theory of War in 1914,” Journal of Military 
History 59, no. 2 (April 1995): 258-260. 
9 Hughes, 269; 261; 269. 
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use the independent judgment of field commanders.  Though Moltke the Elder originated 

the concept, it was Schlichting who bestowed this independence on the lowest levels of 

command.  Hughes briefly discussed the debate that took place among Prussian army 

officials about how to allow the independence of subordinate commanders without risking 

the overall campaign.  Schlichting was “willing to trust the ability of local commanders to 

win their battles while remaining within the framework of the overall concept.”  

Schlichting incorporated this faith in local commanders when he revised the Prussian army 

manuals.10 

 Prussian army manuals prohibited units from using formulaic tactics against tactical 

objectives.  Prussian-German doctrine expected field commanders to resolve the ambiguity 

between their assigned tasks and “the overall intent of their superiors’ directives” with each 

unique tactical situation encountered.  Hughes closed by stating that though history had 

largely forgotten Schlichting’s contribution to Prussia’s formulation of Auftragstaktik, his 

ideas about the independence of subordinate commanders “live[d] on, but anonymously” 

after the First World War.11 

 Antulio J. Echevarria II put Schlichting and his contemporaries in broader context 

in After Clausewitz: German Military Thinkers before the Great War.  In 1858, Moltke the Elder 

began losing faith in the concept of the offensive because defenders’ increasing use of 

modern weapons strengthened their power and inflicted higher casualties on the attacker.  

Echevarria analyzed the Prussian army leadership’s internal debate about how to maintain 

Prussia’s “offensive spirit” and restore the initiative of the infantry attack over the defense.  

                                                
10 Hughes, 265-266. 
11 Ibid., 261; 275; 277. 
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There were two schools of thought: Normaltaktik (standardized tactics) and Auftragstaktik.  

Advocates for Normaltaktik called for “few standard formations” that would be easy for 

soldiers to remember and execute.  Its objective was to synchronize the set maneuvers of 

soldiers with supporting artillery and infantry fire in order to overpower enemy fire and 

“render his position untenable.”  Normaltaktik advocates argued that it simplified the 

difficult coordination found in combat.  By contrast, advocates for Auftragstaktik asserted 

that standard rules and formations did not belong in a combat environment, but that a 

unit’s formation and combat execution depended on terrain, enemy situation, and the 

unit’s mission.  A unit’s ability to accomplish its objective in light of its unique situation 

required experienced troops and leadership with a developed chemistry.  Each side 

theorized over which method would best resolve the tactical crisis of infantry attack.12   

 Fritz Hoening, who wrote about his combat experience as a Prussian captain during 

the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871), believed a middle ground between Normaltaktik and 

Auftragstaktik was possible; the choice was not “between task or standardized procedures … 

but of task and standardized procedures … [a] unity of action.”  He proposed increasing the 

ratio of subordinate leaders to soldiers to one leader to ten soldiers in order to sustain this 

“organized decentralization.”  Subordinate leaders would maintain all the freedom of 

action and initiative afforded them by army regulations while keeping their superiors 

informed of their situation so the latter could coordinate resources if needed.  Hoening 

believed that the brigade commander was the linchpin in coordinating resources.  

Echevarria stated that the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905) helped bring about a “tentative 

                                                
12 Echevarria II, 16; 33; 38-39. 
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[tactical] synthesis” of the two schools of thought.  The Russo-Japanese War validated the 

principles of Auftragstaktik as long as subordinate commanders did not act completely 

independent of the commander’s intent.13 

 The Russo-Japanese War was the first war in which trained armies fought with 

modern weapons.  The fierce combat and the propensity of the Russians to hold onto their 

defensive trench positions at all costs caused Emperor Wilhelm II to form a committee to 

revise the 1888 army regulation manual.  This committee produced the 1906 drill 

regulation that emphasized subordinate commanders’ independence to choose the attack 

formation.  It also maintained their initiative and regarded it as the “‘foundation of great 

success’ in war” as long as they did not operate completely independent of the 

commander’s intent.  Yet the 1906 drill regulation also included principles of Normaltaktik 

such as “order, cohesion, and speed of execution.”  Echevarria explained that this tactical 

synthesis found its place in the 1906 army manual.  Echevarria’s excellent work clarified 

the proper context of the development of Auftragstaktik prior to the First World War.  So 

far, however, he and other historians have only discussed it in the context of the 

offensive.14 

 Historiography’s focus on the offensive aspects of Auftragstaktik continued in 

Robert Citino’s The German Way of War: From the Thirty Years’ War to the Third Reich.  

Citino argued that the Prussian-German method of war was Bewegungskrieg, or movement 

at the operational level, and chronicled the evolution of Bewegungskrieg beginning with 

Frederick William I’s (1640-1688) reign over the Brandenburg principality.  Nineteenth- 

                                                
13 Echevarria II, 99; 100; 127; 124. 
14 Ibid., 121; 124, 127. 
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and twentieth-century German officers considered this period to be the “origin of their 

military prowess.”  Citino surveyed multiple battles from the seventeenth century through 

the Second World War as case studies in the maturation of Prussian Bewegungskrieg and 

argued that this method of flexible, aggressive, maneuver warfare was Germany’s method to 

win through quick wars of annihilation.  Most importantly, Citino identified Auftragstaktik 

as a key component in Bewegungskrieg’s early development through its coming of age in 

World War II.  As Bewegungskrieg called for rapid attacks of annihilation that combined 

battlefield aggression with attacks against any odds, it required high command flexibility 

and control at the lower levels of command.  Like Hughes and Echevarria, Citino 

identified Moltke the Elder as the Prussian general who initially conceptualized 

Auftragstaktik through his dictum that “no [war] plan survives contact with the enemy’s 

main body.”  Moltke the Elder understood the strengths and risks of a flexible command 

system.  The commander was to issue short, clear orders and leave their execution to his 

officers.  However, the concept of Auftragstaktik created a risk that subordinate 

commanders would ignore orders or act without orders and thus interfere with the 

commander’s campaign.  Citino continued to analyze Germany’s Bewegungskrieg into the 

twentieth century and stated that it culminated during Germany’s early World War II 

victories over Poland and France and its initial strike against the Soviet Union.  These early 

campaigns displayed Germany’s highly aggressive, “front loaded,” flexible, and 

maneuverable offensives against its opponents.  However, as German maneuver warfare 
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began to grind down in the depths of the Soviet Union, Citino argued that Bewegungskrieg’s 

erosion also spelled the end of Auftragstaktik.15 

 Citino believed that Auftragstaktik ended when Hitler took over operational control 

of the Wehrmacht with the 16 December 1941 Haltbefehl.  Hitler ordered all commanders 

to “hold [their] position and defend to the last, even if [their units] had been bypassed or 

surrounded,” as the army reeled under the pressure of the Soviet counterattack.16  Citino 

was not alone in declaring this opinion.  Stephen G. Fritz in Ostkrieg: Hitler’s War of 

Extermination in the East also connected Hitler’s Haltbefehl to the “loss of autonomy for 

front commanders.”17  Craig W. H. Luther equally associated Hitler’s order forcing the 

German army to “stand fast” at all costs with the end of Auftragstaktik in Barbarossa 

Unleashed: The German Blitzkrieg through Central Russia to the Gates of Moscow, June-December 

1941.18  Even Ernst Klink agreed with this position in his contribution to the 

Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt’s (Research Institute for Military History) ten-volume 

work on Germany in the Second World War.  He pointed to Hitler’s Haltbefehl and Chief 

of the Oberkommando des Heeres (High Command of the Army - OKH) General Staff 

Generaloberst Franz Halder’s advocating the changed leadership relationship brought on by 

Hitler’s order as the end of Auftragstaktik.19 

 The problem with this historical analysis of Auftragstaktik and its supposed end in 

December 1941 is twofold.  First, historians have analyzed it only from the perspective of a 

                                                
15 Citino, xiv; 2; 32-33; 147; 254; xvii; xiv; 151; 152; 170-172; 270; 272; 302-303. 
16 Ibid., 300. 
17 Fritz, Ostkrieg, 205. 
18 Craig W.H. Luther, Barbarossa Unleashed: The German Blitzkrieg through Central Russia to the Gates of Moscow, 
June-December 1941 (Atglen PA: Schiffer Publishing, Ltd., 2013), 649. 
19 Klink, 723. 
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German army that was on the offensive and holding the initiative.  There has been little or 

no discussion of Auftragstaktik when the German army was doing neither.  Historians laud 

the World War I battles of Tannenberg (1914) and Łodz (1914) as typifying Germany’s 

tradition of Bewegungskrieg while describing the Western Front as its antithesis.20  In The 

German Army and the Defence of the Reich: Military Doctrine and the Conduct of the Defensive 

Battle, 1919-1939, Matthias Strohn stated that historians have ignored Germany’s defensive 

doctrines because they do not explain Germany’s early World War II successes and because 

it is not a tantalizing topic.  He argued that Moltke the Elder believed that incorporating 

defensive tactics into offensive strategies and operations would lead to victory.  Strohn 

showed that Germany valued defensive doctrines from before the First World War.   

After the war, Hans von Seeckt, head of the Truppenamt and Chef der Heeresleitung 

from 1920 to 1926, commissioned fifty-seven committees to study the lessons of the First 

World War.  From these studies, Seeckt published the German army’s manual, the Führung 

und Gefecht der verbundenen Waffen (Leadership and Combat of Combined Arms - F.u.G.) 

on 1 September 1921.  The army used the F.u.G. until 1933.  The F.u.G. dealt in general 

principles that subordinate commanders could use in combat according to their 

independence and initiative; in doing so, it followed the idea of Auftragstaktik.  These 

principles set the foundation for the Truppenführung, the manual with which the Heer 

(German army) would go to war.21 

 

                                                
20 Citino, 236. 
21 Matthias Strohn, The German Army and the Defense of the Reich: Military Doctrine and the Conduct of the 
Defensive Battle, 1918-1939 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 3; 19; 23; 91; 107; 111; 106; 111; 
114.  The Versailles Treaty replaced the Prussian-German general staff with the Truppenamt. 
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Truppenführung 

 According to Williamson Murray, Truppenführung “remains the most influential 

doctrinal manual ever written.”22  Bruce Condell and David T. Zabecki, editors of the 

English translation of Truppenführung, state that the U.S. Army’s doctrine published in 

1941 came directly from the German manual.23  The German army released Truppenführung 

in two parts.  Chef des Heeresleitung General Kurt von Hammerstein-Equord issued the first 

portion in October 1933 and his successor, General Werner von Fritsch, published the 

second portion in January 1934.24  Strohn, however, considered General Ludwig Beck as 

the principal force behind Truppenführung.25  After General Beck commanded the First 

Cavalry Division in 1931, he moved to head the Truppenamt and oversaw the development 

of what became the Truppenführung.26  Condell and Zabecki did not consider the manual 

entirely groundbreaking, but it was a “synthesis of the best operational and tactical thought 

in the German tradition.”27  Readers can find principles of Auftragstaktik in the offensive 

and defensive doctrines of the German army set forth in Truppenführung. 

 To find Auftragstaktik in the defensive portions of Truppenführung, one needs to find 

the threads of Auftragstaktik where historians have commonly understood it.  Condell and 

Zabecki identified various paragraphs that contain the concept.  Paragraph six sets the 

standard for what Truppenführung looks for in subordinate commanders: “leaders capable of 

judgment … and the ability to make independent and decisive decisions … [with] full 

                                                
22 Strohn, 185 
23 Bruce Connell and David T. Zabecki, eds.  On the German Art of War: Truppenführung, German Army Manual 
for Unit Command in World War II (Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2009), x-xi. 
24 Strohn, 185. 
25 Ibid., 186. 
26 Strohn, 186. 
27 Connell and Zabecki, x. 
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awareness of the high degree of responsibility placed on their shoulders.”  The following 

paragraphs warned that subordinate commanders need to consider their decisions in the 

context of the greater campaign.  The section closed by stating that inaction was worse than 

any incorrect decision or action.  The Truppenführung located these paragraphs in the 

introduction, establishing the fundamental principles of Auftragstaktik and its importance 

to the rest of the manual.28 

 Truppenführung took a balanced approach to offense and defense and highlighted 

the importance of command relationships to both.29  The Command chapter emphasized 

the key aspect of flexibility in the mission and command.  If the mission was “overtake[n] 

by events,” the “course of action” needed to adjust to the new situation.  An officer 

therefore needed to respond to the change by taking necessary steps to adjust the mission 

or course of action inside the general situation, report his actions and take responsibility.  

The manual continually warned of the dangers of fixed missions and courses of action that 

would lead to defeat.  Commanders must also allow their subordinate commanders 

“freedom of action, so long as it does not adversely affect [the commander’s] overall 

intent.”  The superior’s intent was key in the command relationship between commanders 

and subordinates.  Paragraph seventy-six stated that in large operations, the commander 

must give his general intent and the desired objective, but must also allow subordinate 

commanders the independence to execute it.  This advice recognized that battlefield 

realities may overtake detailed orders, hence the importance of issuing orders in general 

terms and not with specific details that turn orders into directives.  Nevertheless, a 

                                                
28 Connell and Zabecki, 17-18; 18; 19. 
29 Strohn, 188. 
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difficulty that Truppenführung did not thoroughly address was when orders or directives are 

out-stripped by events on the ground and how subordinate commanders should respond to 

outdated orders or directives.  Paragraph seventy-five stated that “Orders may only be valid 

as long as they relate to the situation and conditions.”  There was no further elaboration of 

how subordinate commanders should conduct themselves and their units with invalid 

orders and directives.  Truppenführung anticipated that commanders would issue orders in 

the proper general terms in case the situation subordinate commanders were facing 

changed prior to execution of their orders.30  

Truppenführung might have assumed too much that commanders would not be 

dictatorial by giving specific, inflexible directives.  Despite the manual’s assumption, 

paragraph seventy-five presented a possible justification for a subordinate’s independent 

action against orders: directives rendered infeasible by changing circumstances were no 

longer valid.  In theory, a subordinate commander in this situation was no longer beholden 

to those orders and could take the actions necessary to ensure the success of his unit and 

mission.  The principle was for subordinate commanders to take responsibility for their 

situation, act, and report back to their superiors.  Yet without valid orders, what was the 

mission?  Under these circumstances, the superior commander’s intent could still be valid 

though not the mission details.  For example, a commander’s intent of capturing an 

objective could be a valid intent in an invalid order.  Another valid intent could be Carl 

von Clausewitz’s statement that the objective of war is to subjugate the enemy through the 

                                                
30 Connell and Zabecki, 23; 30; Heeresdienstvorschrift. 300/1, Truppenführung (T.F.). I. Teil (Ubfchnitt I-XIII) 
(Berlin: Berlag von E.G. Mittler & Gohn, 1936), 23; Connell and Zabecki, 30. 
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“destruction of his fighting forces.”31  Yet, what was the intent in a defensive situation that 

had overtaken orders and directives? 

 A field commander’s intent in a defensive posture is survival and preparing for a 

future offensive.  Clausewitz asserted that the purpose of defense was “preservation.”32  

Moltke the Elder and his contemporaries realized that defense did not win wars but did 

lead to the operational and strategic offensives that bought victory.33  Truppenführung 

offered the observation that the offense held the initiative, and this has been a key aspect 

of historians’ offensive analysis of Auftragstaktik.  However, Truppenführung also concluded 

that defense does not have the initiative.  Therefore, the defending commander needed to 

establish the composition and intent of the enemy through reconnaissance to prepare to 

counter a hostile attack.  The important characteristic of a sound defense was “flexibility.”  

Commanders must be flexible with their forward line to avoid envelopment.  By adjusting 

his forces and position to launch local counterattacks, he could prevent the enemy from 

flanking his position.  The manual reflected the principle of Auftragstaktik by advising that 

commanders must be able to act with relative freedom, giving them discretion to direct 

their forces.  The text further stipulated that the “next higher commander” can delegate 

the authority for local withdrawals to battalion commanders and battalion commanders to 

company commanders.  The next higher commands were the regimental commander and 

then the division commander.  If a regimental commander can give authority to his 

battalion commanders to perform local withdrawals, he can also withhold that authority.  

                                                
31 Clausewitz, Carl von, On War, ed. by Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1989), 526. 
32 Strohn, 20. 
33 Ibid., 23. 
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But can a division commander remove that same authority from the regimental 

commander?  How far up the army hierarchy can commanders remove the freedom of 

action from lower commands?34   

Truppenführung stipulated that a commander “must allow his subordinates freedom 

of action.”35  Yet there was no clear delineation of where the authority to delegate or not 

stops beyond that of regimental commanders to their battalions and battalions to their 

companies.  A standard military hierarchy maintains its ultimate authority with the army’s 

highest ranking officer or civilian leader.  But even that individual is not immune to the 

rules and regulations of his or her respective army.  The Truppenführung ultimately stated 

that commanders cannot infringe on the freedom of action of their subordinate 

commanders.  

 Despite the murky situation commanders could find themselves in regarding who 

could override authority while still maintaining freedom of action, Truppenführung was clear 

that “the decisions regarding the details of the defense … [could] only be made on the 

ground.”  Therefore, it was field commanders and their subordinates who would be 

making the decisions about the defensive lines, disposition of forces, counterattacks, 

relocation of reserves, and when forces needed to abandon their positions.  The manual 

indicated that if commanders knew their opponents outmatched them, they could conduct 

a delaying defense and withdraw to a new rear line of the commander’s choosing.  The text 

allowed commanders to delegate to subordinate commanders the freedom to fall back if 

the commander could not observe the whole front.  Regarding disengagements and 

                                                
34 Connell and Zabecki, 24; 119; 121; Heeresdienstvorschrift. 300/1, 179; Connell and Zabecki, 122. 
35 Connell and Zabecki, 23; Heeresdienstvorschrift. 300/1, 11. 
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withdrawals, their main purpose was to avoid defeat and “losses disproportionate to the 

mission.”  Truppenführung reiterated that the loss of a unit’s freedom of action could make 

disengagement difficult but declared that commanders should make the decision to 

withdraw after exhausting other options.  The text placed subordinate commanders in a 

difficult situation because it prohibited them from withdrawing against orders if their 

neighboring unit was in an “untenable situation.”  Defending and withdrawals were not 

meant to create gaps or vulnerabilities in the line.  If a unit’s forced withdrawal created 

such a situation, the manual required that commanders report their intent to their 

superiors.  This created a problematic situation if a superior commander did not allow his 

subordinate and the latter’s unit to fall back if threatened with a critical situation or 

destruction.  The stipulation allowing freedom of action while corresponding to the 

general intent of force preservation would indicate that a subordinate commander should 

violate orders and retreat.  That would be the rational, academic decision, but decisions in 

combat are not that simple.  Nevertheless, it leaves open the possibility that subordinate 

commanders can withdraw if they find their own position “untenable,” assuming they do 

not withdraw against orders because someone else’s position was unsustainable.  In the 

situation of falling back because the unit’s adjacent unit was doing so, a subordinate 

commander still had to wait for higher orders.  This could be a coordination factor for 

superior commanders.36 

                                                
36 Connell and Zabecki, 123-124; 128; 132; 133; 138; 126; 138. 
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 Truppenführung closed its defensive strategies section by addressing “Delaying 

Action.”37  Commanders could conduct delaying action through defense, limited attacks, 

avoiding combat, or feints.38  The important thing was that the manual reiterated that 

subordinate commanders should “have freedom to exercise their initiative.”39  To regain 

freedom of action from the enemy, commanders needed to vary their delaying actions.  

The text implied further that subordinate commanders should conduct this action because 

they would know their immediate situation best.40  The section closed by stating that 

subordinate commanders needed to know the overall intent so they could coordinate with 

their peers to make quick decisions that required personal initiative.41  The underlying 

factors for a successful delaying action were knowing intent, freedom of action, and 

coordination among subordinate commanders. 

 Many historians have not highlighted Germany’s defensive doctrines because these 

do not explain Germany’s rapid victories early in the Second World War.42  Yet during the 

interwar years, the Reichswehr and later Wehrmacht devoted much thought to defensive 

doctrines and tactics, as Matthias Strohn argued successfully concerning Truppenführung.  

German army regulations laid out the foundational importance of the tenets of 

Auftragstaktik, both offensively and defensively.  Commanders were to preserve the 

subordinate commander’s freedom of action.  They also needed to give clear objectives 

with a general intent their subordinate leaders could follow in conducting their actions and 

                                                
37 Heeresdienstvorschrift. 300/1, 218. 
38 Connell and Zabecki, 143. 
39 Connell and Zabecki, 143; Heeresdienstvorschrift. 300/1, 218. 
40 Connell and Zabecki, 143. 
41 Ibid., 144. 
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initiatives.  Subordinate commanders were to act decisively and follow intentions and 

orders that the real-time situation had not voided.  Equally important, subordinates needed 

to take responsibility for their decisions and report to their superiors.  Auftragstaktik was 

therefore a two-way command relationship, with each contributor having responsibilities to 

ensure that the command relationship worked properly.  Field commanders could 

maintain their independence while still conducting themselves under the blueprint of an 

overall strategy.   

Problems arose when that command relationship began to move outside the tenets 

of Auftragstaktik set by Moltke the Elder.  He declared that commanders were to issue 

short, clear, general orders so subordinate commanders could execute them as they 

understood the commander’s intent with the flexibility and initiative to adjust to their 

unique situation.  Hitler and his German High Command placed subordinate 

commanders in difficult command situations when Hitler and the High Command began 

to stray from their responsibilities.  Yet to imply that subordinate commanders ignored 

their military training and culture of Auftragstaktik when Hitler issued his Haltbefehl is to set 

aside the probability that some subordinates did maintain a semblance of necessary 

independence from Hitler’s orders in the face of the Soviet counterattack.  The broad 

declaration that Auftragstaktik ended with these orders ignores the possibility that 

subordinate commanders might have chosen to maintain their command agency according 

to Truppenführung and Prussian tradition.  This does not mean that the choice between 

Hitler’s Haltbefehl and their command independence was an easy one.  The Haltbefehl 
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confronted field commanders with “serious conflicts of conscience.”43  But, as Gerhard 

Gross stated, “doubt is permitted” to the “extent to which the lower level of command 

obeyed” Hitler’s Haltbefehl.44  Examining subordinate commanders’ actions during the 

battle for Moscow in the winter of 1941 will demonstrate that Auftragstaktik did survive at 

and below Army Group Center’s divisional level. 

 

Operation Typhoon to the Haltbefehl 

After Operation Barbarossa failed to eliminate the Red Army before the Dnieper 

and Dvina rivers and defeat the Soviet Union, Hitler and the German High Command 

launched Operation Typhoon with Army Group Center on 2 October 1941.  Its goal was 

to destroy three Soviet fronts consisting of fifteen armies defending Moscow, capture the 

capital, and end “major operations” on the eastern front before winter.45  Army Group 

Center achieved early success in October.46  But the overstretched, critically reduced 

German forces were fighting against increasing Soviet resistance and under severe winter 

conditions by early December, causing Army Group Center to pursue an offensive that was 

beyond its capabilities.47  Local Soviet counterattacks that began in the middle of 

November reached full force on 5 December.  Under that hammering, Army Group 

Center officers called for offensive operations to end and German forces to move into 

                                                
43 Klink, 722. 
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winter positions.48  On 3 December, Generalfeldmarschall Günther von Kluge, commander 

of the Fourth Army, unilaterally ordered his army to withdraw to its last jump-off point on 

1 December.49  Kluge’s superior, Generalfeldmarschall Fedor von Bock, commander of Army 

Group Center, “acquiesced” to this withdrawal.50  Other units absorbing the Red Army’s 

counterattack on 5 December, such as the Ninth Army and the Fourth and Third Panzer 

Groups, also requested permission to withdraw to winter positions.51  In these dire 

conditions, units were already breaking off the offensive.  Bock told Halder that the 

offensive was over on 6 December.  Hitler and the German High Command then issued 

Directive No. 39 on 8 December 1941.52  It admitted that the offensive was over and 

permitted local withdrawals to avoid encirclement.  Once the army built defensive 

positions in the rear, a general withdrawal could commence.53  The situation at the front, 

however, already made Hitler’s directive obsolete when he issued it.54  As the situation 

deteriorated in the following days, Hitler would issue his controversial Haltbefehl.55 

 Hitler’s verbal 16 December Haltbefehl to Bock matched the principle of the written 

Haltbefehl the OKW issued on 18 December 1941.  Both versions commanded Bock to 

hold the line at all costs.  The written Haltbefehl stated it clearly: “Greater evasive 

                                                
48 Klink, 702.  Winter positions were to be defendable, allow the army to rest, refit, and launch offensive 
operations in 1942.  See H.R. Trevor-Roper, ed.  Hitler’s War Directives, 1939-1945 (Edinburgh, UK:  Birlinn 
Limited, 2004), 166-167; Klink, 685. 
49 Stahel, Battle for Moscow, 298. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Klink, 702-703. 
52 Stahel, Battle for Moscow, 308; Klink, 704. 
53 Klink, 704. 
54 Ibid., 706. 
55 Ibid. 
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movements may not be carried out.”56  The order reasoned that further withdrawals would 

lead to the loss of equipment and heavy weapons.57  It expressed its essence in its third 

sentence: “Under personal commitment of the commander, commanders and officers are 

to force the troops to the fanatical resistance in their positions, without consideration for 

enemy penetrations in flanks and rear.”58  Hitler’s verbal order to Bock two days earlier had 

contained the simple directive to “not take a single step back” because Hitler did not want 

the army to withdraw to “unprepared positions [while] leaving behind artillery and 

equipment.”59  The principle of the command was identical in both the verbal and written 

orders.   

Hitler incorporated his dual intent in the order.  First, Army Group Center needed 

to hold its lines to prevent the loss of equipment and materiel.  Second, it would buy time 

so the army could bring reinforcements from Germany and the west to shore up rear areas 

and prepare winter positions.60  The remainder of the Haltbefehl dealt with reinforcements 

the army would bring up and permitted Army Group North to fall back.  The essential part 

of the order was the first paragraph.61 

 Read in its totality, the Haltbefehl’s first paragraph was clear yet contradictory, but 

Hitler meant it to be “binding.”62  What is unclear depends on the reader’s interpretation 

of the first statement that did not permit “major evasive movements.”  Could subordinate 
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57 Ibid. 
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59 Klaus Gerbet, ed., Generalfeldmarchall Feder von Bock: The War Diary, 1939-1945, trans. David Johnston 
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commanders have understood that the order permitted minor evasive movements?  There 

is no indication that subordinate commanders used the first statement to justify minor 

evasions.  The other key point was the “not a single step back” order Hitler gave to Bock on 

16 December coupled with the 18 December written order’s mandate to inspire “fanatical 

resistance” in the soldiers to hold their position.  How literally were subordinate 

commanders to interpret those statements?  According to Truppenführung, German 

defensive tactics incorporated counterattacks to eliminate penetrations, withdrawal of 

forward lines to preserve forces, and command flexibility to react to the local situation and 

maintain awareness of surrounding units.  These tactics are for force preservation and 

preparing for future operations.  Interpreted literally, Hitler’s Haltbefehl seemed to deny 

any flexibility to commanders to conduct defensive tactics in accordance with 

Truppenführung.  It was this strict interpretation of Hitler’s Haltbefehl that put subordinate 

commanders in the uncomfortable position of having to decide between not retreating 

under any circumstances or conducting defensive operations consistent with their 

training.63  The Haltbefehl’s overall intent was to buy time for reinforcements to reach the 

front.64  The following section will analyze how individual units reacted to the Haltbefehl 

and the Soviet counterattack. 

 

Select Wehrmacht Units 

 The compositions of the Heer infantry divisions on 1 September 1939 was similar 

to that of 1918.  Their organization remained relatively the same until October 1943.  The  
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 September 1939 infantry division consisted of one division staff company, three infantry 

regiments, a single reconnaissance battalion, an artillery regiment, a Panzerjäger (anti-tank) 

battalion, a pioneer battalion, a signals battalion, and a Feldersatzbataillon (replacement 

battalion).  The division also had quartermaster, commissary, medical, veterinary, military  

 police, and field post office support.  Each infantry regiment contained three battalions, 

an infantry howitzer company, an anti-tank company, and a services support element.  A 

full-strength infantry regiment in 1938 numbered about ninety-five officers and 2,989 

soldiers.  Infantry battalions held about twenty-five officers and 813 soldiers, with three 

rifle companies consisting of four officers and 183 soldiers.  In total, the typical 1939 

infantry division had upwards of 17,200 personnel and a range of weapons and transport 

(see table 1).65   

The German infantry divisions assigned to Operation Barbarossa mustered the 

same strength as the divisions that conquered France in May 1940.  The division’s biggest 

weakness came from the Wehrmacht’s poor logistical chain, lack of reinforcements, and 

insufficient equipment.  For example, on 1 April 1941 the army suffered a supply shortage 

of 35 percent.  Halder calculated in May 1941 that the army would suffer 475,000 

casualties by September 1941.  Yet the German Replacement Army only had 385,000 men.  

Halder knew that the army did not possess available replacements past September 1941.  

The division was also short on ammunition and equipment.  The ammunition shortage for 

armor-piercing shells, for example, was projected at 50 percent.  The German army had 
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7,378 guns of all calibers when it invaded France in May 1940 but only 7,184 guns for 

attacking the Soviet Union.  Of the 103 infantry divisions assigned to Operation 

Barbarossa, the army listed roughly ninety-five of them in their highest category of “capable 

of ‘any offensive action.’”  The Wehrmacht overestimated its ability to conduct a Blitzkrieg 

against the Soviet Union and found itself in a war of attrition it was not prepared to  

fight.66 

 Stahel argued that Operation Barbarossa had failed by mid-August 1941.  The 

attrition of the infantry divisions in Army Group Center by the end of November 1941 

had reduced them to at least 50 percent strength.  Divisions disbanded one battalion in 

                                                
66 Luther, 114; Stahel, Operation Barbarossa, 120; 119; Luther, 114; 117; Stahel, Operation Barbarossa, 117, 
121. 

TABLE 1.  1939 Heer Infantry Division Weapons and Transport 
Light Machine Guns 527 
Heavy Machine Guns 116 
7.92 Anti-tank Rifles 90 
75mm Anti-tank Guns 75 
20mm Anti-air/anti-tank Guns 11 
50mm Mortars 84 
81mm Mortars 58 
75mm Infantry Howitzers 20 
150mm Infantry Howitzers 6 
105mm Gun/Howitzers 36 
105mm Guns 4 
150 Howitzers 8 
Flame Throwers 20 
Armored Cars 3 
Motorcycles 452 
Motor Vehicles 942 
Horse Driven Vehicles 1,133 
Horses 5,375 
Source: United States War Department, Handbook on German Military Forces (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1995), 92. 
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every regiment and absorbed its personnel as replacements.  As a result of the division’s 

loss of strength, coupled with the widening front, a unit roughly the size of a squad would 

have to cover sectors of half a kilometer.  Under normal conditions, an entire battalion 

would cover such an area.  Infantry companies sometimes could only field twenty to 

twenty-five men.  The OKH calculated its 136 divisions in the USSR on 1 November “as 

equivalent to 83 full-strength divisions.”  In its final push against Moscow, Army Group 

Center fielded seventy-four poorly supplied divisions on an over-extended line.  To make 

matters worse, these formations were poorly prepared for winter.  In comparison, the Red 

Army committed fifteen field armies comprised of 110 divisions to the defense of Moscow 

and the subsequent counterattack (see map 1).  Though many of the Soviet divisions were 

also far below strength, they attacked Army Group Center at its weakest.67 

 
35th Infantry Division 

 Generalmajor Rudolf Freiherr von Roman took command of the 35th Infantry 

Division on 1 December 1941.68  An artilleryman by training, he commanded an artillery 

regiment during the Polish campaign and then became artillery commander three for the 

III Army Corps on 15 November 1940.69  The army had stationed the corps in Poland 

since July 1940 and assigned it to the First Panzer Group in Army Group South to start  
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Operation Barbarossa.70  Since November 1941, the 35th belonged to the V Army Corps, a 

part of the Fourth Panzer Group.71  According to Roman’s postwar manuscript, the 

division had severed the Moscow-Leningrad railroad thirty-five kilometers northwest of 

Moscow near Klin around the time of the Soviet counterattack on 5 December 1941.72  On 

5 December, the V Army Corps reported that the 35th was unable to mount any attacks.73  

By 16 December, the division found itself under continued Soviet pressure, and Roman 

and his subordinate commanders began to take actions contrary to Hitler’s order.74  

On 5 December, the 35th Infantry Division was situated thirty-five kilometers 

northwest of Moscow in the Istra River region.  On the 35th’s left flank was the 106th 

Infantry Division and on its right the Eleventh and Fifth Panzer Divisions.  The 35th itself 

occupied approximately a six-kilometer front.  The Red Army was opposing the four 

German divisions with ten divisions when the Soviet counterattack began.75 

  

                                                
70 “Befehlshaber im Wehrkreis III: III.Armeekorps (3.), III.Armeekorps (mot.), Gruppe von Mackensen,” 
Lexikon der Wehrmacht, accessed October 8, 2015, http://www.lexikon-der-
wehrmacht.de/Gliederungen/Korps/IIIKorps-R.htm. 
71 “35. Infanterie-Division,” Lexikon der Wehrmacht, accessed August 7, 2015, http://www.lexikon-der- 
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MAP 1.  Case Study Locations. (Sources: David Stahel, The Battle for Moscow (Cambridge, United 
Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 285, map 9.2; WWII Aerial Photos and Maps, “German 
Situation Maps: Lage Ost 1942,” accessed 26 Oct, 2015, http://wwii-photos-
maps.com/home_page_019.htm.) 
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The division’s Kriegstagebuch (War Diary - KTB) provided detailed accounts of how 

the Red Army forced the division to withdraw within days of Hitler’s Haltbefehl.  Already 

on 18 December, an enemy attack forced the division to pull back its left wing rearguards 

while other retreating German units crowded its retrograde marches.76  Simultaneously, the 

V Army Corps commanded the division to withdraw to the new main line of resistance 

(Hauptkampflinie - HKL) behind the Lama River near the town of Wolokolamsk.77  The 

division, within two days of the verbal Haltbefehl, was retreating with other units and 

received an order to establish a new main line.  So the division was already not following 

the order to hold the line to the last man. 

 On 19 December 1941, the division organized itself to move to the new 

Hauptkampflinie.  While its 34th Infantry Regiment reported that it was holding the 

“covering position as long as possible,” the regiment’s own battalions were evading Soviet 

attacks while moving to the location of Wolokolamsk.78  There are a few things to note 

about this event.  First, the 34th Infantry Regiment was holding a covering position and 

acting as a rear guard to cover the withdrawal.  Second, the regiment’s battalions were 

themselves evading (ausgewichen) and there was no indication that the division ordered 

them to evade beyond serving as the rear guard.  These can indicate that the division was 

taking proactive steps to conduct a proper withdrawal by having regiments serve as 

rearguards, all against the Haltbefehl. 

                                                
76 Ia, Kriegstagebuch Nr. 7. Band 1 (1 Oct 41-31 Jan 1943), Microfilm T315, r886, f1554, 18.12.41, RG 242. 
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Anlagen II zum Kriegstagebuch Nr. 7. Nr. 1-55 (Feb 10, 1941 – Jan 1, 1942), Microfilm T315, r2370, Feindlage 
20.12.41, RG 242. 
78 Ia, Kriegstagebuch Nr. 7. Band 1 (1 Oct 41-31 Jan 1943), Microfilm T315, r886, f1560, 19.12.41, RG 242.  
Note: Names of locations, unless commonly known in English, will keep their original German spelling as 
found in the units’ reports. 
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 During the first five days after the Haltbefehl, the 35th Infantry Division 

coordinated with surrounding units, which Hitler’s order strictly prohibited.  The 35th’s 

left neighbor, the 106th Infantry Division, could not find the 35th’s left flank.  The 35th 

subsequently withdrew its left flank to connect with the 106th’s right.79  The V Army 

Corps informed the 35th that the 11th Panzer Division would be covering its retreat until 

20 December.  The army corps also reported that the 23th Infantry Division would 

abandon the town of Ssetra only with the 14th Motorized Division.  The 35th was to leave 

Wolokolamsk by the evening of 20 December.80  This made plain that the 35th continued 

to be aware of its neighboring units and made adjustments to maintain physical contact 

with its neighbors’ lines.  This required coordination between units, including the 

division’s governing unit, the V Army Corps, as it arranged which units would cover the 

withdrawal.  These field commanders organized their own withdrawals according to what 

Truppenführung expected of commanders with discretion. 

 This does not indicate that these commanders sidestepped or conveniently forgot 

Hitler’s order.  The 35th Infantry Division and its subordinate commanders tried to hold 

the line.  The V Army Corps instructed the division to keep its positions under all 

circumstances and reinforce those locations by any means.81  The V Army Corps 

commanding general, Generaloberst Richard Ruoff, also sent an end-of-day message on 19 

December that officers were personally responsible to make an extreme defense in all 
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positions.82  There would be a continual concerted effort to follow the Haltbefehl to the 

letter while field commanders constantly reminded themselves and their subordinates of 

the tenets of Hitler’s order.  One example among many was the war diary’s record that a 

commanding general again announced “the personal responsibility of each officer for 

extreme defense of all positions” to the division’s regiments.83  Commanders did not forget 

the Haltbefehl. 

 The 35th spent the days leading up to Christmas resisting local Soviet attacks while 

nights were relatively quiet.  Yet there were still indications of the division’s inability to 

maintain a static, permanent hold on its positions according to Haltbefehl’s expectations.  

On 24 December, the division repulsed two Soviet attacks.  The 109th and 111th Infantry 

Regiments withstood a 0530 hours assault mounted by about 150 men, killing forty-eight 

Soviets.  The division also withstood a 1630 hours attack of two to three hundred enemy 

troops accompanied by three tanks.  Yet the division still “temporarily” (vorübergehend) lost 

the town of Jwanowskaja to the Soviets while the position of the division’s left neighbor 

remained critical.84  The temporary loss of the town revealed the fundamental problem of 

the Haltbefehl for German soldiers.  The 35th’s loss and subsequent recovery of the town 

indicated that their forces pulled back against Soviet attacks and therefore did not hold the 

line to the last man.  It also showed that the division conducted some form of counter-

offensive to retake the town.  This meant the division spared its forces by conducting a 

proper retreat from the town and could reorganize, counterattack, and retake Jwanowskaja, 
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hence the “temporary” loss.  This type of fluid activity would require local authority to 

conduct it properly and in a timely fashion.  Yet, if the subordinate commanders had 

followed the full intentions of the Haltbefehl, their inflexibility would have devastated their 

own forces and left them unable to mount an effective counterattack after the Soviets 

forcefully drove them back.  Kluge observed this problem with the Haltbefehl when he told 

Halder that “the German troops could not simply let themselves be slaughtered.”85  This 

might have been what the field commanders also decided: instead of dying in vain, their 

men could conduct defensive maneuvers that could restore their situation and allow them 

to survive to fight another day. 

 The day after Christmas, two hundred Soviet soldiers broke through the division’s 

left neighbor two kilometers south-west of Jwanowskoje.  This was the first event in a cycle 

in which the 35th and some of its neighboring units lost ground and attempted to restore 

their positions through local counterattacks over a period of several days.  For example, 

Ruoff reported that the Sixth Panzer Division line collapsed but retook the “old HKL” in a 

counterattack.  In passing the detailed directions from the V Army Corps order to attack 

the recently lost town of Timkowo, Roman allowed his regimental commanders to choose 

which regiment was to lead the attack.  This decision was an example of a division 

commander allowing his subordinate commanders the freedom of action stipulated in 

Truppenführung and the continued practice of Auftragstaktik.86 
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 The daily reports continued to show German soldiers choosing to fall back instead 

of holding their positions to the last man.  On the afternoon of 27 December, Soviet 

assault troops penetrated near a cemetery in Chworostinino and “displace[d]” a German 

machine gun security team.  The next day, the 109th Infantry Regiment counterattacked 

and retook the cemetery.  The division log then stated that Roman decided to “stabilize the 

situation” at Chworostinino by reinforcing those forces with two panzers.  The division 

participated in a morning attack led by the Sixth Panzer Division on 28 December, but 

despite the initial successful capture of western portions of Jwanowskoje, five Soviet tanks 

retook the town.  That evening, a Soviet counterattack forced the division back to its 

original starting point.  The narration of the 35th’s daily events speaks of the constant loss 

of positions, repeated German counterattacks, and the Soviets’ forcing the Germans to 

withdraw again.  It was a constant cycle that led to anything but holding the line to the last 

man.87 

 The inability of the 35th Infantry Division to follow the Haltbefehl began to take its 

toll on the division leadership’s morale and their confidence in the V Army Corps 

leadership.  The V Army Corps reported to the 35th that it believed that the Soviets would 

soon not have the strength to continue their attacks westward.  The army corps’ statement 

dismayed the division, which began to believe that the V Army Corps did not understand 

the seriousness of its situation, as the division continued to expect the Soviets to break 

through.  The 35th reported that it was arriving at the conclusion that it would not be able 

to perform countermeasures without abandoning the previous main line of resistance.  It 
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was at this moment of severe difficulty that Roman had a “moral conflict” 

(Gewissenskonflikt).  Though the division log did not name who advised Roman, it stated 

that he received “good advice” to pull back his division, while receiving furious demands to 

have his battalions hold their positions.  The war diary stated that the Generaloberst Richard 

Ruoff withheld guidance from the division leadership.  Roman did not want to only think 

about preparing for withdrawals when he had to “categorically command” his forces to 

resist to the last man.  The diary’s use of the word “categorically” seemed to indicate that 

Roman knew that his position as an officer in the Wehrmacht required him to pass down 

orders from his superiors irrespective of his personal opinion or military training.  But it 

may also reveal that despite this, his military training was telling him he needed to take 

action against what he had to “categorically” order, and the war diary detailed such 

intentions.88 

 Roman called a meeting to discuss the possibility of a withdrawal.  His chief of staff 

presented two options.  The first was that the division could hold on.  The second, which 

the chief of staff admitted was the likely scenario, was that the division initiate a 

withdrawal in two days.  Roman acknowledged that the division staff must address 

defensive considerations if it were to fall back in two days.  The war diary went into detail 

about preparing the division for a withdrawal while Roman informed his subordinate 

commanders of the possibility of a retreat.  He gave instructions to prepare for it and 

warned that an immediate retreat was also possible.  The news that a rearward movement 

was imminent shook the division’s regimental commanders.  Those officers all answered 
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Roman’s instructions to prepare for a withdrawal by saying that their forces could hold 

their positions.  They also declared that they and their troops believed in Hitler’s order.  

Their concern was a loss of confidence in the “highest leadership” if Roman gave the order 

to retreat.  This was clearly a difficult moment for Roman.  He called a meeting with his 

staff to seriously consider withdrawing the division, knowing that this went against Hitler’s 

orders.  Nevertheless, the instructions and details to the regiments to prepare for a 

withdrawal support the argument that the division leadership still operated with command 

flexibility.89 

 An important aspect of the application of Auftragstaktik is that field commanders 

accept their responsibility to take action.  Roman and his division leadership, however, 

seemed to avoid taking on that responsibility during this moment of difficulty.  The 

division leadership revealed its reluctance to withdraw and take responsibility when they 

received word from the V Army Corps that a new Führerbefehl was on its way and that it 

would repeat the demand to hold their current position.  For the division leadership, this 

news was “a salvation and gratefully received everywhere.”  The decision to withdraw 

weighed on Roman and his subordinates.  They were reluctant to take the responsibility 

required of leaders when acting against Hitler’s Haltbefehl even though freedom of action 

was their right according to Truppenführung.  Roman knew there was no middle ground.90 

 Despite the expectation of a new Führerbefehl, the division continued to act against 

the forthcoming order.  On 1 January 1942, Roman ordered the battalion holding the 

town of Chworostinino to abandon that position so it could reinforce the 109th Infantry 
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Regiment’s front line position.  The sequence of events that followed vividly shows that the 

division maintained its continued freedom of action.  The division authorized the 109th 

Regiment to abandon Chworostinino at 1600 on 1 January.  Ruoff approved of the 

withdrawal at 1850.  As called for by Truppenführung regarding subordinate commanders 

practicing Auftragstaktik, subordinate commanders like Roman acted and then reported it 

to their superiors.91 

 For the next few days, the 35th Infantry Division’s commanders and subordinates 

continued to execute their authority, reacting to their local situations in ways that flew in 

the face of Hitler’s Haltbefehl.  On 2 January, the Second Battalion of the 111th Infantry 

Regiment conducted local counterattacks to seal off Soviet penetrations, which could 

indicate the temporary loss of its position.  That same day, the report noted that the Fifth 

Panzer Division made preparations to retreat.  The 35th itself had committed all its forces 

to the front and hoped it would not have to fall back.  The division lost the town of 

Birkino on 4 January to enemy tanks.  The 111th Infantry Regiment withdrew from Hill 

200.6 because Soviet tanks destroyed all its shelters.  The loss of Birkino forced the 

division to create and consolidate a new line during the evening of 4 January.  The V Army 

Corps retroactively approved the 35th’s withdrawal to the new line on 5 January.  This 

reveals that the division continued to retain command discretion and withdraw forces 

against Hitler’s orders.  Despite this, division personnel continued to have faith in Adolf 
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Hitler’s leadership and his Haltbefehl.  Their faith stemmed from the belief that 

reinforcements would arrive to stabilize the situation.92   

By 12 January, the division constantly adjusted its lines to meet the Soviet pressure.  

That day culminated with Roman and the 109th Infantry Regiment commander agreeing 

that they must “ben[d] back [their left wing] into a switch position.”  In accordance with 

the tenets of Truppenführung, after Roman and the 109th regimental commander made 

their decision, they reported the withdrawal to their superiors at the V Army Corps, and 

the corps’ commanding general agreed with the decision.  It was at this moment that the 

division’s hope for reinforcements, the foundation of its continued faith in the Haltbefehl, 

ended.  Ruoff informed Roman that the army was not sending help and that the 35th 

would have to rely on its own strength.  Within fifty minutes of receiving this news, 

Roman gave the 114th Infantry Regiment commander permission to give up Aksenowo 

and “fall back” (auszuweichen) into a switch position (Reigelstellung).  Roman further ordered 

the 109th Infantry Regiment’s left wing to withdraw from Aksenowo and Subowo to the 

new resistance line.  The division war diary did not mention any specific reaction to the 

news that there would be no reinforcements, but it is not difficult to imagine feelings of 

disappointment and consternation about the situation.93 

 In the days leading up to 15 January 1942, when Hitler rescinded his 16 December 

Haltbefehl, the 35th’s war diary continued to record how Roman and his subordinates tried 

to maintain their positions.  They continued to adjust, evade, and withdraw against Soviet 
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pressure with no expectation of reinforcements.94  Soviet pressure forced the division to 

withdraw, which weighed heavily on the minds of the division leadership because they 

desperately wanted to stay true to the Haltbefehl.  Falling back, however, was necessary to 

save the unit.  The day before Hitler cancelled his Haltbefehl, the divisional leadership 

feared that orders to withdraw would arrive too late, because events on their front were 

outpacing orders received from the German High Command.  The division leadership 

faced the dilemma of either adhering to the Haltbefehl or abiding by the tenets of 

Auftragstaktik.  “The discretion (freedom of decision-making) of the leadership is bound by 

the Führer's order to stand fast unconditionally.”  The divisional log did not reveal a 

solution to the incompatibility of Hitler’s order and field commanders’ freedom to 

command.  It recorded that the “necessity to withdraw the front heavily burdened 

commanders and troops” because they had hoped to avoid a retreat and testifies that 35th 

Division leaders could not find a way to adhere to the Haltbefehl.  But the division 

leadership also saw the hypocrisy in their superiors.  Despite orders from their superiors to 

“unconditionally” (unbedingten) hold the line, the army expanded rear positions.  The 

division leadership saw betrayal and fraudulence from their superiors (Verrat oder Betrug).  

There was even a hint of anger because they believed superior commanders should not 

blame the division for withdrawing when a more powerful enemy had bloodied and fought 

it to exhaustion while the army built rear positions.95   
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Roman’s actions, his instructions to his subordinate commanders, and the 

individual actions of the regimental commanders indicate that despite their desire to hold 

their positions, they grudgingly disobeyed the Haltbefehl by commanding their forces to 

withdraw.  Their local counterattacks also indicate that local forces fell back and took the 

initiative to regain their lost lines.  Had the division followed the Haltbefehl to the letter, 

the Soviet counterattack probably would have decimated its forces and left it unable to 

counterattack.  The division could have lost cohesion and ceased to function or exist.  

Roman and his subordinate commanders’ actions showed that they adhered to 

Auftragstaktik under the difficult circumstances of the Haltbefehl and the Soviet 

counterattack. 

 

253rd Infantry Division 

 Generalleutnant Otto Schellert assumed command of the 253rd Infantry Division 

before the invasion of the Soviet Union and continued to lead it through January 1943.96  

His postwar manuscript stated that the army transferred the division several times until it 

settled under the command of the Ninth Army as part of the XXIII Army Corps on 29 

October 1941.97  By the middle of December, the 253rd found itself near the Volga Lakes 

region on Army Group Center’s far left wing, about 180 miles northwest of Moscow as the 

crow flies.  Army Group North’s southern wing was on the division’s left flank and the 
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102nd Infantry Division was on its right.  The 253rd covered approximately a twenty 

kilometer front.  The XXIII Army Corps, comprised of five infantry divisions, confronted 

the Soviet Twenty-Second Army which itself had four rifle divisions, a rifle regiment, five 

artillery regiments, and an assortment of seven battalions featuring mortars, antiaircraft, 

armor, and engineers.98 

 Schellert’s postwar account does not provide much information about the 

division’s actions around the time of Hitler’s 16 December Haltbefehl.  He does not 

reference the order.  He only notes that one of his regiments could not defend its own line 

because it was too long.99  The 253rd’s Kriegstagebuch, however, fills in the gaps that 

Schellert did not detail in his postwar report.  The division’s war diary first mentioned 

Hitler’s Haltbefehl on 17 December 1941, when the division was conducting a withdrawal 

ordered by the XXIII Army Corps the previous day.100  What is immediately interesting 

about the exchange between the 253rd and the XXIII Army Corps is that the corps still 

confirmed the division’s “withdrawing movement.”  On 18 December, the XXIII Army 

Corps directed the division to hold its position but continue to “prepare” and explore 

withdrawal operations if it needed to retreat.101  There were no indications that Hitler gave 

the division or its parent units the authority to withdraw the left wing.102  Therefore, 
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readers can deduce that the unit leadership did not want to be caught off guard if the 

division could not hold its line.  Preparing for a withdrawal made tactical sense, so this 

action reveals that the XXIII Army Corps and division leadership took it upon themselves 

not to fully commit to the Haltbefehl. 

 On 19 December, the XXIII Army Corps again informed the 253rd that it should 

continue its preparations for a withdrawal, though the army corps deemed such a move 

unlikely.  Then on 21 December, the corps issued Hitler’s order to hold the “Gießen-Linie” 

at all costs, so the division received another mandate to hold its line.  The war diary 

recorded some activity by the Soviets during the next few days, but the division withstood 

the local attacks.  The log also noted that the XXIII Army Corps and the 253rd were 

managing subordinate units behind the division’s front.  This might indicate that field 

commanders maintained some level of command independence if they were the ones 

initiating the movement.  The argument that Hitler’s Haltbefehl terminated field 

commanders’ operational control does not address the basic responsibility of commanders 

managing their forces outside of combat situations.  If the Haltbefehl ended Auftragstaktik, 

who then managed the local logistical requirements, adjusted defensive positions, or 

initiated local counterattacks if field commanders could no longer freely command?  This is 

not to argue that field commanders continued to have free reign under the tenets of 

Auftragstaktik.  Hitler’s halt order certainly restricted field commanders’ freedom to 

command because they could not reconcile the decree with their command discretion.  Yet 
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the very nature of a functioning army, which requires some room for flexibility below the 

divisional level, limited Haltbefehl’s reach and prevented the end of Auftragstaktik.103 

 Although the XXIII Army Corps reaffirmed Hitler’s command to hold the line at 

all costs on 21 December, the division still abandoned many positions.  A security 

detachment “retreated” under probing by a Soviet platoon, while the 253rd 

Reconnaissance Battalion (RB) withdrew from its base at Dewitschie.  The first event may 

be an example of how local German forces made their own decision to fall back under 

enemy pressure, while the latter was a deliberate move, possibly under the division’s 

command, to reinforce another unit.  The log did not detail who ordered the 

reconnaissance battalion’s retreat.  The XXIII Army Corps itself informed the division that 

the corps forces had to withdraw.  In the same transmission, the corps directed the 253rd 

that it needed to stay on the 102nd Division’s left wing.  This order countered the 

Haltbefehl by commanding the division to maintain contact with its neighbors.  The 

division also continued to prepare for “retrograde movements” through 31 December in 

response to the XXIII Army Corps’ orders.  On New Year’s Day, it told the division to 

cease withdrawal preparations.  From 16 December, when Hitler verbally issued the 

Haltbefehl to Bock, until 1 January 1942, the 253rd made withdrawal preparations in 

anticipation of a forced retreat, including some local setbacks.  That the XXIII Army Corps 

and the division continued to make such preparations may indicate that they did not fully 
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commit to holding their positions at all costs but chose to follow their military doctrine 

and prepared to fall back if forced to do so by the Soviets.104 

 The new year did not bring a change in the 253rd Infantry Division’s prospects.  

Despite another order from Hitler on 2 January 1942 that the division’s parent unit, the 

Ninth Army, not retreat, the 253rd temporarily lost a base east of Bor when eighty Soviet 

soldiers attacked it.105  After the division received this order and a subsequent command 

from the Ninth Army declaring with greater clarity to hold the line at all costs, the division 

“made immediate preparations for a reorganization of its defense.”106  This statement 

indicates that the division had not arranged its defensive posture prior to 2 January to hold 

its positions at all costs.  This falls in line with documentation in the logs that the division 

continued to make withdrawal preparations during the last weeks of December.  

Considering these actions together, it appears that the 253rd, along with the XXIII Army 

Corps, continued to adhere to the military doctrine to defend its positions with a backup 

plan to retreat if necessary.  There is no indication of any intention to hold their positions 

to the last man.  A last-ditch defense would require every man to be on the front, not some 

soldiers on the front and others making withdrawal preparations.  The Haltbefehl of 18 

December meant to stabilize the Wehrmacht’s front to give the German army 

reinforcements to reach rear positions.  Hitler’s order indicated that the reinforcing 

divisions were to arrive at Vitebsk starting at the end of December, and the army would 
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"arrange[] [their supply] depending on the situation."107  The Haltbefehl did not mention 

any direction to prepare withdrawal positions within the immediate vicinity of the front. 

 The 253rd continued to adjust to Soviet pressure.  The division issued “individual 

orders” to its regiments and battalions if the 102nd Infantry Division could not hold its 

south-southeast line.  Furthermore, the diary also recorded that a commanding general 

stated, “Every troop commander is responsible for the conduct of operations 

(Kampffuerung) in his sector, a failure on anyone’s part will have the most dire 

consequences and will be subject to court-martial.”  Despite this threat to court-martial 

troop commanders on 5 January, within a few days the division lost two bases and failed to 

regain its previous lines.  Someone granted a local gun crew at Base Bor in Filatowo 

permission to burn the town and withdraw, but the crew received last minute supplies and 

held its position.  The division then pulled the 473rd Infantry Regiment’s Second 

Company to reinforce the location of Suchoshino.  By 11 January, the division could no 

longer extract additional forces from its sectors to strengthen the front.  The next day, the 

XXIII Army Corps ordered the division to withdraw its right wing behind the Volga River 

and let the division decide how to implement the withdrawal of its left wing.  On a 

divisional level, this event shows that German forces would withdraw when tactically 

necessary instead of keeping their positions.  Furthermore, the 253rd continued to manage 

its own defensive position by withdrawing particular units to reinforce other sectors as it 

did when it moved the 473rd Infantry Regiment’s Second Company.  There was no record 

that the division leadership asked for permission from its superiors to conduct these 
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adjustments to the line.  Though the absence of a written request does not mean the 

division did not ask for approval, it does point to the probability that it acted on its own.  

Highlighting the continuing independence of divisional command, the XXIII Army Corps 

let the division decide how to withdraw its left wing.  Initiative and freedom of action to 

evade, adjust, and at times withdraw forces against Hitler’s multiple halt orders seem to 

indicate that Auftragstaktik continued to exist not only at the division level, but also at the 

army corps level.108 

 In the remaining days before the Haltbefehl’s cancellation, the 253rd maintained 

control of its forces.  The division instructed crews to abandon their base at Bor while 

destroying guns that they could not take because a strong Soviet attack could penetrate the 

north and eastern section of the village.  The division commander continued to locally 

adjust the new main line while the division relied on the independent command of a 

company to secure its supply route.  On 15 January 1942, the division received orders from 

its corps to withdraw.  A further indication of the division’s continuing freedom of action 

was the note in the daily log that the division modified the withdrawal order so a hawser 

(Trosse) would not fall to the Soviets.109 

 The actions of the 253rd Infantry Division and of the XXIII Army Corps indicated 

that the leadership of both units withdrew against Hitler’s Haltbefehl.  After Hitler’s halt 

order and for the remainder of December 1941, the army corps ordered the division to 

continue preparations for withdrawal.  It indirectly allowed the division to maintain a 
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defensive structure inconsistent with holding the front at all costs.  Such decisions point to 

the conscious choice of the XXIII Army Corps and the 253rd Infantry Division to act 

independently and against the strict intent of the Haltbefehl.  Even the threat of court-

martial could not prevent the division or its local units from reacting to circumstances by 

falling back when forced to do so or when tactically sound.  The division’s Kriegstagebuch 

does not indicate any moral crisis or dilemma resulting from having to conduct itself 

against the will of the Führer.  The division acted according to its unique situation, 

evidence that the unit’s leadership maintained its freedom of action and acted to preserve 

its forces. 

 

255th Infantry Division 

Generalleutant Wilhelm Wentzel commanded the 255th Infantry Division from its 

creation in August 1939 until 12 January 1942.  On the latter date Wentzel took command 

of the V Army Corps and Oberst Walter Poppe replaced him.110  In November 1941, the 

division conducted anti-partisan missions in the Ninth Army’s rear near Viaz’ma.111  After 

arriving at the Viaz’ma-Gzhatsk front on 6-8 December, some division elements supported 

an attack by the 267th Division on 10 December.112 After the Soviets repulsed the attack, 

portions of these elements rejoined the 255th as it retreated in the Mozkaisk region about 
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fifty miles west-southwest of Moscow.113  During its retreat, the division was flanked by the 

Third, 37th, and 267th Infantry Divisions, and the 20th Panzer Division.114  The 255th’s 

war diary provided extensive details about how their leadership and soldiers reacted to the 

Soviet counterattack. 

 The division’s heavy activity and command direction stand out in the reports the 

day before Hitler’s verbal Haltbefehl of 16 December.  Parts of its 255th Infantry Regiment 

returned from Gluchowo, and the Third Artillery Regiment changed positions.  The 

division’s operations officer also gave permission to the 475th Infantry Regiment 

commander to return to Bogajewo if he could not hold his current position.  The 

division’s actions were consistent with commanding the unit with a level of autonomy 

while also relaying its components’ actions to the VII Army Corps.  Toward the end of 15 

December, the division received an order to hold its positions but still sent a message 

afterward to its subordinate units that if they abandoned any villages, they were to destroy 

them.  So, the division diary had already begun to record the division’s acknowledgement 

of a hold order while still anticipating that its subordinate units might fall back.115 

 December 16 witnessed more regimental withdrawals.  In a peculiar move, the VII 

Army Corps informed the division to prepare for a withdrawal, which worried the division 
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leadership because of the lack of mobility, supply, and communication with its units.116  

This unease corresponded to Poppe’s postwar assessment that he agreed with Hitler’s 

Haltbefehl because the division lacked mobility.117  The Führerbefehl arrived at division 

headquarters at 2305 hours, commanding that the division retain its positions around 

Rusa “under all circumstances.”  Within five hours, though, the division gave its 475th 

Infantry Regiment permission to withdraw from Creschki and to burn Oreschki.  The 

division operations officer also informed the 475th Infantry Regiment commander that 

when the artillery batteries had crossed the Rusa River, he should abandon Woronsowo.  

These commands to the division’s subordinate unit revealed that within hours of receiving 

the Führerbefehl, the division leadership still authorized withdrawals.  It was a clear case of 

field commanders at the divisional level maintaining their command discretion to lead 

their units according to their local situation.  However, the division’s chain of command 

took notice of these actions.118 

 According to the division’s log, its parent units were aware of their withdrawals and 

many times acquiesced to these retreats.  The 255th’s parent unit, the VII Army Corps, 

gave the division permission to “fall back.”119  Nevertheless, General der Infanterie Hermann 

Geyer, the commanding general of the IX Army Corps during the winter months of 1941, 

ratcheted up the tension by personally intervening in the 255th’s conduct.120  Geyer 

forcefully reminded the division’s general staff that they must hold the front at all costs.  
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“Either [they] keep the Rusa,” Geyer quipped, “or [they] go to Paradise.”  Geyer’s scolding 

triggered superficial changes.  The division’s diary recorded soon after the receipt of a radio 

message that it keep its Rusa position at all costs with no option to withdraw.  Yet despite 

this message, two troop units (Schwadronen) of the 255th Reconnaissance Battalion 

retreated from Hill 213, even when an order from its immediate commander told them to 

hold it.  This series of events highlighted the different reactions to Hitler’s Haltbefehl.  

Geyer was adamant that the VII Army Corps and the 255th hold the line, but the 

leadership of both units chose to withdraw when it was necessary.  The struggle between 

holding or falling back involved lower command echelons as well, as seen in the example of 

a section of the reconnaissance battalion that withdrew from Hill 213.  At the end of that 

day, the division admitted that the Haltbefehl would be difficult to enforce.121 

 In the following days, the war diary recorded frequent reminders from superior 

commanders to hold the front, yet the division, forced to respond to telling Soviet attacks, 

had to be flexible.  The division’s log also recorded a few assessments undertaken by the 

division’s leadership concerning their situation.  On 19 December, the division evaluated 

that holding its positions was becoming “complicated” because the 3rd Motorized 

Division’s situation on its southern flank had not “simplified” on account of the Soviets’ 

strengthening their position.  The 255th assessed the next day that the Moskwa-Rusa front 

was “untenable” and that it expected the destruction of any remaining forces in that area.  

On 27 December, the division recorded that though the leadership and the troops agreed 

with Hitler’s Haltbefehl, because of the uncertainty of the units around it, the division 
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needed to consider a withdrawal: “The Division must therefore always count on this 

possibility and therefore cannot leave everything to the defense.”  The Haltbefehl expected 

front-line units to put their full effort into defending their lines and not taking a step back.  

The 255th Division saw its situation differently and admitted that making preparations for 

a possible withdrawal was a responsibility it could not ignore.122 

 The 225th leadership continued to command within the framework of 

Auftragstaktik in a general staff meeting at the division’s 255th Antitank Battalion 

command post.  The division commander explained several points: the division had three 

options for evasion lines, it also needed to maintain contact with its right neighboring unit, 

and the unit leadership would order movements twenty-four hours in advance and all 

movements were to be at night.123  There was no recorded push from superior commanders 

to have this meeting nor any specific details from higher command.  This was an example 

of a division commander visiting one of his subordinate units, seemingly on his own 

initiative, to give guidance, provide options, and explain expectations.  All of it was within 

the division commander’s responsibility for the tactical arena. 

 The previously discussed divisions reacted similarly to Hitler’s Haltbefehl, including 

the leadership’s belief in its correctness.  But as with the 253rd, the 255th also felt 

responsible for preparing for a possible withdrawal, whether ordered or forced.  The war 

diary admitted that the Soviets had the initiative and that if they broke through another 

unit, the German division risked encirclement.  Under such circumstances, the division 
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would vacate its position if directed from above.  In that case, the 255th seemed to expect 

that order from the VII Army Corps.  The division still wanted to hold its positions, but 

would prepare and execute a wholescale withdrawal on orders from army corps leadership.  

Below the division level, however, the 255th leadership had readily allowed subordinate 

units to tactically withdraw.  This dynamic of wanting to adhere to orders from an army 

high command level while expecting a counter order from the army corps level and 

allowing action counter to the original army high command order should motivate scholars 

to reevaluate their analysis of Auftragstaktik.  Instead of defining Auftragstaktik on a broad 

level, scholars should study its possible survival at separate unit-to-unit levels as well as at 

distinct operational and tactical levels.  This could provide a clearer picture of where 

Auftragstaktik survived, where it was limited, and where it was extinguished.124 

 The 255th Infantry Division, unlike the other divisions, spent its remaining days 

before the Haltbefehl’s cancellation prepared for the worst.  Upon receiving an order on 3 

January 1942 that it hold the front, the division started to prepare an “all-round defense.”  

The war diary implied that the division leadership itself had decided to prepare this all-

round defense based on the expectation that the Soviets would surround the division; the 

“Command from the highest level” was to hold the front.  The VII Army Corps distributed 

a copy of Hitler’s 3 January order, and the division’s diary had a copy of it.  In the order, 

Hitler explained that there were no fallback positions and little mobility available to the 

troops.  Considering the expected loss of heavy equipment and the psychological 

consequences of a withdrawal, he directed (again) to hold the current positions and to 
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prepare them as winter positions.  The VII Army Corps’ own order to its division on the 

same day features even stronger language to keep its positions to the last man and to ignore 

any change in neighboring units’ positions.  Cut-off forces were to defend from their 

isolated positions.  Neither Hitler’s nor the VII Army Corps’ orders stipulated that 

divisions were to prepare circular, enclosed defensive positions in anticipation that the 

Soviets would surround them; they were only to man and prepare the front to the fullest 

for defense.  A lack of details in the army corps order indicates that they expected division 

commanders to follow their intent to hold the front at all costs and work out the details of 

the division’s defense themselves.  The 255th chose to prepare all-round defensive 

positions, which was its prerogative because the VII Army Corps still afforded them 

“freedom of action.”125 

 Despite Hitler’s insistence in his 3 January 1942 order that any “operational 

evacuation [was] subject to [his] personal approval” and the VII Army Corps’ order to that 

extent, the 255th received word from the VII Army Corps’ Chief of Staff, Oberst Hans 

Krebs, that the division was to fall back to a new line on 8 January.126  There was no 

indication that the army corps or its parent unit, the Fourth Panzer Army, received 
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permission from Hitler or the German High Command to do this.127  In the final days 

prior to 15 January, the division was uncertain about its “future position” and was “in the 

dark about the direction of movement.”128  Without army corps direction, the division 

began withdrawing its battalions.129  The division Kriegstagebuch revealed its command 

relationship hierarchy: as it withdrew its own battalions, the division waited for permission 

to withdraw its own rear guards, while the division’s own operations officer told a Second 

Lieutenant Fuchs that he was not to fall back until he received an order from the 

division.130  The division’s waiting for authority to withdraw and directing its subordinate 

leaders is the normal function of the chain of command.  As the division maintained its 

authority to lead its own forces, it waited for orders and intent for how to conduct itself 

from its parent unit at the divisional level.  As Truppenführung dictated, commanders 

communicated their intentions to their subordinates while lower-level commanders acted 

according to their interpretation of the superiors’ valid intent.131  The VII Army Corps 

meant to withdraw on 15 January 1942.132  Yet even at this stage, the division chose to 

withdraw its rear guards the afternoon of 14 January because the situation was “too tight” 

and it had to give the order to fall back then.133  This action signaled that the commanders 

were adhering to Auftragstaktik when the division withdrew its rear guards early while still 

within the corps’ intent to withdraw. 
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 The 255th Infantry Division wanted to follow the full intent of Hitler’s order 

during the roughly four weeks between the promulgation of the Haltbefehl in mid-

December until its cancellation on 15 January 1942.  The reality of the situation, however, 

forced the division’s officers to assume responsibility for the outcome and withdraw their 

lines according to the dictates of Truppenführung and the principles of Auftragstaktik.  They 

authorized their subordinate units to withdraw, reported their actions to the VII Army 

Corps, and acknowledged in their own war diary that even with the Haltbefehl, the division 

had to consider falling back as a viable option and prepare for it.  This reveals not only 

intent (even if unwilling) but that the division leadership maintained its freedom of action 

and responsibility to conduct itself according to its military training and situation.  

Notwithstanding Hitler’s Haltbefehl, the other orders from the German High Command, 

and the VII Army Corps’ repeated directives to hold its lines at all costs, the 255th’s 

actions showed that Auftragstaktik continued to survive, though precariously sometimes, at 

and below the divisional level. 

 

XLIII Army Corps 

 This section of the thesis breaks with the established pattern by examining how 

Auftragstaktik operated at the corps level.  A statement by the XLIII Army Corps 

commander necessitates its inclusion.  General der Infanterie Walter von Unruh was a Rear 

Area Commander at Smolensk just prior to Hitler’s Haltbefehl.  He stated in his report for 

the US Army Historical Division that the commander of XLIII Army Corps confessed that 

he had to disobey the Haltbefehl and withdraw or the Soviet counterattack would destroy 
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the corps.  It is impossible to ignore such a blatant admission by an army corps 

commander.134 

 The commander of XLIII Army Corps since mid-June 1940 was General der 

Infanterie Gotthard Heinrici.135  The corps had the Thirty-First, 131st, and 137th Infantry 

Divisions by mid-December 1941.136  On its left flank was the XIII Corps and on the right 

were elements of the XXIV and LIII Corps.  The XLIII’s frontage was approximately fifteen 

miles and its line opposed a portion of the Red Army’s Forty-Ninth Army.  The Forty-

Ninth Army consisted of one Guard Division (combined-arms, tank unit), six rifle 

divisions, four rifle brigades, a single machine gun-artillery battalion, and an assortment of 

sixteen units from regiment to brigade size of artillery, mechanized, and engineers.137  

Located roughly ninety miles south of Moscow, just north of the city of Tula, Heinrici’s 

army corps had been part of a coordinated attack in that region during the first days of 

December 1941.138  By the middle of the month, the Soviet counterattack pushed 

Heinrici’s army corps west to near the city of Kaluga.139  According to Unruh’s postwar 

report, he visited Heinrici on 18 December to coordinate their units’ movements.  During 

this meeting, Heinrici reportedly told Unruh that he would have to “retreat in spite of 

Hitler’s order, otherwise his corps would be taken in flank and annihilated.”140  If Unruh’s 
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account of Heinrici’s statement is accurate, it would signify blatant defiance of Hitler’s 

Haltbefehl and verify Heinrici’s intent to preserve his unit despite Hitler’s halt order. 

 When Hitler issued the Haltbefehl, Heinrici’s XLIII Army Corps was in full retreat 

and had commanded its infantry divisions to continue with the planned withdrawal.  On 

16 December, the Soviets attacked the 31st Infantry Division with about two battalions 

and artillery.  The corps then reported on 18 December to the Second Panzer Army that 

strong Russian forces with artillery support had attacked its divisions.  The Soviets also 

penetrated the corps’ southern flank.  At 2000 hours, the corps granted the 31st Division 

permission to retreat if forced by the Soviets.  This is an example of how Heinrici allowed 

discretion to his division commanders.141   

The corps received a summary of Hitler’s Haltbefehl from the Fourth Army, 

forbidding any “evasive movements” and demanding “fanatical resistance in their 

positions” on 19 December.  Yet despite this acknowledgement of the Haltbefehl, Heinrici 

informed his 131st Infantry Division that if the XII Army Corps’ southern wing withdrew, 

the 131st could pull back its northern wing.  These decisions from the XLIII Army Corps’ 

show that Heinrici not only defied Hitler’s order to stand his ground, but allowed his 

division commanders the freedom to withdraw if they needed to.  Though there was no 

typed report of the statement according to Unruh’s postwar account, Heinrici’s actions are 

in the spirit of the statement and accord military necessity and preservation a higher 

priority than the Haltbefehl.142 
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 For the rest of December, until Hitler canceled the Haltbefehl in mid-January, the 

XLIII AK’s war diary continued to record the army corps’ resistance to the Soviet 

counterattack.  Even after 26 December 1941, when the threat of court martial faced 

anyone who left his post, the army corps continued to direct its subordinate units to 

withdraw because of Soviet pressure.143  The ways Heinrici commanded his XLIII Army 

Corps and directed his subordinate infantry divisions are signs that commanders even at 

the army corps level had enough command space to continue to direct their units as they 

saw fit with the intent to preserve the fighting force. 

 

Conclusion 

 Army Group Center’s ebbing offensive against Moscow in the final weeks of 1941 

gave way before the Soviet counterattack that forced the Germans from the outskirts of 

Moscow.  Hitler and the German High Command first reacted by issuing Directive No. 39, 

which allowed Army Group Center to withdraw once the army established rear winter 

positions.144  The situation grew more dire, however, as German units reeled under the 

Soviet counteroffensive, and Hitler issued his controversial Haltbefehl on 16 December 

1941.  With this directive, Hitler strictly forbade any further retreats and personally 

commanded all officers to hold their positions at any cost.145  Many scholars point to this 

Haltbefehl as the moment the Wehrmacht lost its long-standing operational freedom to the 

strict control of Hitler and his Oberkommando der Wehrmacht.  This freedom to command, 
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which historians call Auftragstaktik, was part of a Prussian-German command relationship 

between commanders and their subordinates.  Commanders were to give clear, general 

orders expressing their overall intent so that subordinates could freely interpret these 

orders and take actions within that intent.  Scholars have declared that Hitler’s Haltbefehl 

marked the demise of Auftragstaktik because its directive removed any flexibility field 

commanders might have had to conduct defensive maneuvers.  An examination of the 

conduct of Heer units during the Soviet counteroffensive, however, shows that many of 

them retreated.  The discrepancy between what Hitler ordered and what transpired leads 

one to question why. 

 The analysis of several infantry divisions’ Kriegstagebücher (war diaries) provided 

sufficient evidence to argue that commanders’ freedom of action continued despite Hitler’s 

Haltbefehl.  The war diaries of the 35th, 253rd, and 255th Infantry Divisions and the XLIII 

Army Corps all record withdrawals, plans and intent to retreat, and forced retreats.  This 

activity occurred at the lowest squad level all the way up to the division level and under the 

authority of these units’ respective commanders.  Senior commanders at the army corps 

level knew of and ordered many of these retreat actions.  The actions of these field 

commanders conformed to the regulations in the Heer’s manual, Truppenführung, which 

stated that field commanders were to have freedom of action within the valid intent of 

their superiors to command their forces according to the situation confronting them.  The 

field commanders’ continued command discretion also indicated that Hitler’s Haltbefehl 

could not fully extinguish the Prussian-German military tradition of the independence of 

subordinate commanders that Moltke the Elder, Schlichting, and others helped codify in 
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German Army manuals culminating with Truppenführung in 1933.  The divisions’ war 

diaries gave substantial evidence that these field commanders could not completely ignore 

their training, tradition, and history and give up exercising command discretion over their 

forces.  This was why many commanders suffered a “crisis of conscience” before Moscow.  

The surviving vestiges of Auftragstaktik enabled commanders to authorize withdrawals, 

albeit reluctantly.  Though many officers in these divisions’ chains of command wanted to 

fulfill Hitler’s Haltbefehl, they could not ignore their military training, the predicaments 

they confronted, and the overall intent put forth by Clausewitz that defense preserves a 

fighting force.146  Therefore, despite scholars’ claim that Auftragstaktik ended with Hitler’s 

Haltbefehl, the evidence within these divisions’ Kriegstagebücher and orders supports the 

argument that Auftragstaktik did survive at and below the Heer’s divisional level during its 

defensive struggles in the battle for Moscow.  This argument also strengthens the 

scholarship that has discredited the myth that the Wehrmacht was apolitical. 

Postwar scholarship has made significant inroads by connecting the Wehrmacht with 

the crimes and atrocities of the Third Reich.  Scholars like Omer Bartov and Wolfram 

Wette have helped discredit the so-called “clean hands” myth that the Wehrmacht was 

apolitical and not involved in Hitler’s racial war of annihilation against the Soviet Union.  

The scholarship has cemented the understanding that the Wehrmacht was at best passively 

involved and at worst actively participated in Hitler’s goal to annihilate the Soviet Union 

and anyone deemed an enemy to the Third Reich.  Former Wehrmacht generals rationalized 

that they were only following “orders from above.”  Champions of the clean hands myth 
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claimed that their oath as officers required strict adherence to orders, even criminal ones.  

Their conclusion was that the guilt resided with those who issued criminal orders, not 

those who carried them out.  Yet the evidence regarding the commanders’ reaction and the 

lack of consistent adherence to Hitler’s Haltbefehl shows that Wehrmacht officers and 

soldiers did not blindly follow orders, as the clean hands myth suggests.  Though many 

commanders agreed with the Haltbefehl, field commanders and soldiers intended, made 

plans for, and eventually carried out withdrawals in the face of the Soviet counterattack 

because their units and their lives were at stake.  Their war diaries recorded senior 

commanders’ continued reference to the Haltbefehl, removing the possible defense that 

they were ignorant.  They practiced their freedom of action by issuing orders that ignored 

Hitler’s specific directive.  Commanders chose to maintain their command discretion 

because they were steeped in the Prussian-German army tradition of Auftragstaktik.  The 

research suggests that if field commanders could disobey orders in the weeks when Army 

Group Center faced the Soviet counterattack, it is plausible that German officers could 

have resisted Hitler’s criminal orders if they wished.  It is also plausible, as Wolfram Wette 

argues in The Wehrmacht, that these officers and soldiers believed in the anti-Semitic, anti-

Slavic ideology of the Prussian-German army and, therefore, chose to follow Hitler’s racial 

ideology that demanded the racial extermination of the Soviet Union.  In Frontsoldaten: The 

German Soldier in World War II, Stephen Fritz made the same point, that the “ultimate goal 

of the ideological war against Russia [was] largely shared by the Wehrmacht authorities 
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themselves.”147  The scholarship agrees that Germany conducted a racial war of 

annihilation in the Soviet Union. 

Linking German officers’ agency with the Haltbefehl and criminal orders is possible 

because the Wehrmacht treated them the same.  Omer Bartov stated that the disappearance 

of machines on the Eastern Front in 1941 and 1942 “demodernized” the campaign.  This 

“demodernization” forced German soldiers into the “utmost primitiveness” and caused 

high losses.  Therefore, to stave off the collapse, the army “ruthlessly implemented an 

extremely harsh disciplinary system, to which was given not merely a military, but also an 

ideological legitimation.”  The army allowed German soldiers to direct their anger at 

enemy soldiers and civilians.  Yet the Wehrmacht did not punish German soldiers for their 

crimes because it had legalized criminal orders for Operation Barbarossa.  The Wehrmacht 

leadership’s legitimizing of criminal orders put them on equal standing with military 

orders.  They expected its officers and soldiers to fulfill both.148 

 This thesis indirectly supports the scholarship that the Wehrmacht chose to follow 

Hitler’s criminal orders, but it also argues against the commonly accepted historiography 

that Hitler’s 16 December Haltbefehl ended the Prussian-German concept of Auftragstaktik.  

Scholars have supported this view by noting the multiple commanders whom Hitler and 

his German High Command removed from command because they withdrew their units 

in defiance of Hitler’s order.  Scholars often reference the retreat of Generaloberst Heinz 
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Guderian’s Second Panzer Army, his conflict with Hitler, and his removal from command 

as prime evidence that the Haltbefehl put a stop to Auftragstaktik.149  Yet declaring the death 

of Auftragstaktik does not fully explain why German units fell back under Soviet pressure.  

The notion that Auftragstaktik did survive at and below the divisional level of the Heer is 

illustrated by the reality that many units in Army Group Center actually did withdraw.  If 

field commanders could no longer freely command their units, then should not the 

successful Soviet counterattack have eliminated major elements of Army Group Center as 

they stood their ground to the last?  This thesis does not argue that Auftragstaktik continued 

to flourish after the Moscow Campaign; Hitler and the German High Command that 

supported him continually restricted command freedom as the war continued.150  The case 

studies presented here demonstrate that Auftragstaktik remained in practice as the Heer 

shifted to defensive mode. 

 Robert Citino argued that part of the reason Auftragstaktik ended was that nations 

could no longer afford independent field commanders in a modern, interconnected armed 

force.  Armies had become too large and expensive to allow such independence.151  This 

examination of different German divisions and corps during the Soviet counter-offensive 

in the winter of 1941-1942 showed how field commanders held onto their command 

freedom and retreated against specific orders.  A possible approach to studying 

Auftragstaktik is from the perspective of different levels.  Similar to the study of modern 

armies from strategic, operational, and tactical viewpoints, scholars could study 
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Auftragstaktik in terms of strategic Auftragstaktik, operational Auftragstaktik, and tactical 

Auftragstaktik.  This type of dissection can help provide a better analysis of where the 

concept underwent restrictions and where it continued to exist in contrast to the broad-

brush statement that Auftragstaktik ended in one fell swoop.  From an army group 

perspective, Kluge’s proximity to Hitler and the German High Command tightly restricted 

his command freedom. Kluge claimed that individual responsibility of commanders and 

following orders were “fundamental[ly] incompatible.”  Yet Kluge also understood that 

commanders would “act according to their situation.”152  Indeed, as one moves from Hitler 

and the German High Command closer to the front, there is evidence that command 

independence increased.  An analysis of Auftragstaktik from a divisional and regimental 

perspective provides greater insight into field commanders’ actions and bridges the 

discrepancy between field commanders’ disobeying the Haltbefehl and scholars’ claim that 

Auftragstaktik was finished.  Recognizing the survival of Auftragstaktik at and below the 

divisional level gives historians a more nuanced view of how and in what circumstances 

commanders continued to practice independent command even after its supposed demise.  
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