
B l i t z k r i e g— H i t l e r ’ s

“lightning war” tactic—

combined devastating air

attacks with swiftly moving

ground forces. The Germans

tested their theories of air-

ground coordination in the

1936–39 Spanish Civil War,

a proving ground for German

and Soviet weapons and tactics. In September 1939,

Hitler launched his first blitzkrieg in Poland and captured

the Polish capital of Warsaw in twenty-seven days,

igniting World War II.

Hitler turned his attention to the west in the spring

of 1940. Using both seaborne and airborne assault troops,

along with blitzkrieg tactics, Germany overwhelmed

Norway and Denmark, then rolled across the Low

Countries and France in fewer than four months of actual

fighting—including Poland.

Hitler’s blitzkrieg tactics lost their magic in the sand

of North Africa and in the mud and snow of the Soviet

Union from 1942 to 1945. Allied forces took the final

measure of Hitler’s lightning war in the Ardennes Forest,

during the Battle of the Bulge in December 1944.
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German Stuka dive-bombers and Mark III tanks

spearheaded Hitler’s first Blitzkrieg.
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Resurrection
“Today Germany is ours, and tomorrow the whole world,”1 declared

Adolf Hitler to the German people. As the leader of the National Socialist
Party—the Nazis—he rose to power in the 1930s. He promised to make Ger-
many a powerful force in the world. At the same time, the German dictator
assured the rest of the world of his desire for peace.

In September 1938, he spoke to a gathering of Hitler Youth at the Nazi
Party rally in Nuremberg. “You, my youth,” Hitler said, “are our nation’s most
precious guarantee for a great future and you are destined to be the leaders of
a glorious new order under the supremacy of National Socialism. Never forget
that one day you will rule the world.”2

While the world slept, German factories built tanks, guns, and war-
planes—and the German army grew larger and stronger. Hitler talked of peace,
but he prepared for war. By 1939, all he needed was an excuse to start one. In
August of that year, he told his generals, “I shall give a propagandist reason for
starting the war, whether it is plausible or not. . . . In starting and waging a war
it is not Right that matters, but Victory.”3

On the last night of August 1939, a small band of soldiers stormed the
German radio station at Gleiwitz (now Gliwice, Poland), about a mile from the
Polish border. The soldiers wore Polish uniforms and sported Polish-style
mustaches and sideburns. They were led by Major Alfred Naujocks of the
Sicherheitsdienst, or SD—the German security service.

The raiders shot up the station and broadcast an appeal to the Polish
people: “The time has come for war between Poland and Germany! Unite and
smash down any German, all Germans, who oppose your war. . . . The time has
come!”4 The “Polish” raiders quickly fled. They left behind the dead body of a
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CHAPTER 1    Resurrection

condemned prisoner from a German concentration camp. The prisoner had
been killed earlier and dressed in a Polish uniform to make it appear that the
attackers were Polish.

While the Germans were faking their attack at Gleiwitz, other SD sol-
diers were staging similar assaults on a forestry station and a customs building
on the German side of the border. They left behind several more dead bodies
in Polish uniforms, code-named “canned goods.” Hitler had his excuse to start
a war.

At four-thirty on the morning of September 1, 1939, German shots
rang out and German bombs began to drop along the frontier in Poland. Fif-
teen minutes later, the aging German battleship Schleswig-Holstein opened
fire on a Polish munitions depot in Danzig (now Gdańsk, Poland) harbor. Later
that morning, Hitler addressed the nation from the Reichstag (German parlia-
ment) in Berlin. “This night for the first time Polish regular soldiers fired on
our own territory,” he said. “Since 5:45 A.M. [actually 4:45 A.M.] we have been
returning the fire, and from now on bombs will be met with bombs.”5 World
War II had begun.

While Hitler was speaking, 1.5 million troops in five armies of the
German Wehrmacht (armed forces) were surging across the Polish frontier.
They thrust hard, fast, and deep into the Polish heartland on an eastward dash
toward the Polish capital of Warsaw. The Poles could muster fewer than a
million men to check the swarm of Hitler’s onrushing attackers.

On September 3, Great Britain and France—who had both signed a
treaty to aid Poland in the event of such an attack—declared war on Germany.
Unfortunately for Poland, they stood by impotently and watched the ensuing
rout unfold.

In the early phase of the German offensive, some 1,500 dive-bombers
and fighter planes of the Luftwaffe (German air force) blackened the skies
over Poland. They bombed Polish air bases and shot Polish planes out of the
air in droves. In only a few days, the Polish air force ceased to exist as an
effective fighting force. With control of the air, Luftwaffe aircraft flew in sup-
port of ground operations. In many instances, shrieking gull-winged Stuka
dive-bombers acted as long-range artillery, bombing Polish towns and cities
at will.
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Blitzkrieg! Hitler’s Lightning War 1
German tanks—mostly Panzer IIIs—whined and streaked across Po-

land at dazzling speeds. (Panzer is the German word for “armor” and is usu-
ally taken to mean “tank.”) By September 7, the highly mechanized German
lead forces had reached a point within twenty-five miles of the Polish capital.

Ten days later, on September 17, most of the Polish Army found itself
encircled. As the Poles tried to break out on the River Bzura, the Germans
contained them and crushed them. That same day, Soviet forces (who were
briefly allied with the Germans) invaded Poland from the east. Poland’s fate
was sealed. Warsaw fell to the Germans on September 27. In less than a month,
the Polish campaign was effectively over.

A correspondent for Time magazine gave a name to the opening phase
of World War II. He aptly described the hostilities in Poland as “no war of
occupation, but a war of quick penetration and obliteration—Blitzkrieg—light-
ning war.”6 The name stuck.

~
The world looked on in amazement as Hitler’s war machine toppled

Poland. Observers spoke in awe of a new kind of warfare—mechanized, light-
ning fast, and devastating. But the concept of blitzkrieg was not new. Although
the term comes from two German words—Blitz (lightning) and Krieg (war)—
the origins of this type of fighting are not German.

“In the broadest sense, this was warfare as it had been waged by
Alexander the Great, Genghis Khan, and Napoleon,” wrote Trevor N. Dupuy, a
noted military analyst and career officer in the U.S. Army, “modified only to
make use of the latest products of science and technology.”7 In terms of mod-
ern warfare, many historians credit the writings of British military theorists
J.F.C. Fuller and B. H. Liddell Hart for first putting forth the precepts of light-
ning war.

As a high-level tank officer in World War I, then-Colonel J.F.C. Fuller
was putting together a plan for the first true tank offensive in 1918. It was
called Plan 1919. It called for the use of tanks en masse as a strike force rather
than widely separated as infantry-support weapons. Before the British Tank
Corps could carry out his plan, the war ended. British Army leaders shelved
Fuller’s revolutionary concept, and Plan 1919 went nowhere.
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CHAPTER 1    Resurrection

Liddell Hart was a military journalist and retired army captain. In the
1920s, he argued that the development of the tank and the airplane enabled
rapid movement. Mobility, in turn, might alter the World War I concept of fixed
front lines. “In most campaigns,” he wrote, “dislocation of the enemy’s psy-
chological and physical balance has been the vital prelude to a successful
attempt at his overthrow.”8

In 1927, the British War Office authorized an Experimental Mecha-
nized Force. Its weapons budget was small, however, and the cost of building
tanks was high. The British Army moved painfully slowly toward acting on the
tank theories of Fuller and Liddell Hart. In France, Colonel (later General)
Charles de Gaulle championed the concentrated use of armor and aircraft as
offensive weapons. His urgings fell on the deaf ears of French defense-minded
war planners.

German military thinkers, on the other hand, paid close attention to
the armored warfare writings of the British and the French. They built on them
with lessons learned from their own experiences in World War I. They soon
moved past their old enemies in the development of principles for coordinated
infantry-armor and air-armor operations. When set in motion, these principles
took on the modern name of blitzkrieg. In simple terms, blitzkrieg is the mili-
tary tactic of combining swiftly moving ground forces with devastating air at-
tacks to defeat an enemy. It uses the elements of surprise, lightning-fast speed,
deep penetration, and encirclement to cut off and destroy or force the surren-
der of enemy forces.

In the two decades following its humiliating defeat in World War I,
Germany gradually rebuilt an army second to none in the world. It did so
under the leadership and guidance of such noteworthy generals as Hans von
Seeckt, Heinz Guderian, and Erwin Rommel. Under the supreme command of
Adolf Hitler, the German army overwhelmed Poland in a month. Hitler took
full credit for the victory and turned his eyes toward Western Europe. The
resurrected German army would take him there.
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