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Cavalry on the Steppes 1914 – 1921,  

the evolution of “Deep Operations,” and 

their utility in the emerging ADF situation   

 

 

This deliberately short “dialogue” paper briefly outlines the development of Cavalry 

Operations on the Steppes, in order to provide the background to the emergence of 

the Soviet conceptualisation of “Deep Operations.”  The Paper concludes by positing 

the need for the Australian Defence Force to become “Masters of Deep Ops” within 

our Strategic Area of Operations, in light of our degrading security environment. (The 

means of transition to such a complex competency is the subject of a potential future 

paper.)  To inform the acquisition of knowledge of this specialised area, and in order 

to facilitate further dialogue and discussion, links to a range of relevant materials are 

provided. 

The conduct over the period February to March 2022 of Manoeuvre (Mechanised) 

Land Combat on the Steppes of the Ukraine has a precedent in the form of the 

operations in the same area during World War One, as well as during the follow-on 

Russian Civil War and the Polish-Soviet War (1919-21).  The “learnings” from these 

conflicts stimulated an intellectual ferment within the officers of the newly created 

Red Army.  This was a consequence of the exigencies of multiple serious threats. This 

meant that the Red Army, under Trotsky’s exceptional leadership, had to adopt a very 

pragmatic approach to finding combat capable leaders. 

This saw them implement a mixture of: 

(a) promotion of ex-Tsarist senior non-commissioned officers ;  

(b) promotion of “political activist” soldiers with combat flair ; 

(c) appointment of “re-badged” ex-Tsarist officers, who were considered   

politically acceptable ;  

(d) appointment of Communist Commissars to watch everyone, as well as 

to ratify decisions, and 

(e) having the Cheka (the Security Service, thereafter called the NKVD, and 

then the KGB, and now the FSB) to regularly “safeguard the revolution.” 

This involved an extensive network of informants, summary arrests, 

drumhead trials and public executions of those who had been deemed 

to have failed to perform. Whilst this did motivate through fear, overall 

it was a dysfunctional approach, which often produced sub-optimal 

results. 
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This meant that these officers were forced to adapt and innovate in order to survive 

combat. Freed from the mental constraints of the Tsarist Army’s intellectual 

limitations, they were able to craft a range of conceptual break-throughs. The wide 

steppes of Poland, Ukraine and Russia provided an optimal environment for the 

implementation of massed modern cavalry operations. 

The “modern” aspect was the combined use of railways and motor lorries. This 

allowed cavalry formations to be held in depth, on suitable grazing country. Then, 

when an opportunity arose, the cavalry were rapidly brought forward to the rear of 

the tactical area by rail. This allowed the horses to arrive fresh and fit, and to be 

accompanied by large stocks of essential horse feed.  Where roads allowed, the cavalry 

(or at least stocks of essential horse feed) was then trucked to assembly areas, from 

whence penetration breakthrough assaults were launched. 

Drawing in part on their heritage of exposure to Mongol tactics, the Cavalry attacked, 

stacked in deep Echelons of Divisions: 

(a) the 1st Echelon was tasked to achieve the breakthrough of the front-line 

defences by using the cross-country mobility of their horses to attack weak 

flanks, with the troopers dismounting to fight, when other than very light 

opposition was encountered.   Despite the heroic Soviet propaganda films of 

the era, the instances of sabre melées were very low (even then, as had become 

the norm in the U.S. Civil War, pistols and cut-down shotguns were the 

preferred weapons when mounted). The aim of the 1st Echelon was to 

penetrate 5 - 10+ kms before culminating;  

(b) the 2nd Echelon, arriving on the heels of the 1st Ech., then conducted a 

rehearsed "Forward Passage of Lines" in order to attack and defeat the defences 

in depth.  This included ravaging the Artillery Zone as well as the C3 

(Command, Control and Communication) nodes, with the aim of penetrating 

20-25+ kms deep before culminating;  

(c) thereafter, the 3rd Echelon was tasked to exploit into the enemy's 

Communication Zone to a depth of 25-80+ kms.  Wherever possible, they 

sought to sustain the momentum of their advance by leveraging off captured 

stores and horses, supplemented by local foraging. 

The firepower for such assaults was provided via massed artillery for the 1st Echelon, 

often using rail-mounted medium guns.  There was also limited use of armoured cars 

and armoured trains to enable penetration at key points.  Thereafter, via a combination 

of pack (that is, mule or horse-carried) mortars and light guns, a high proportion of 

horsed automatic weapons (eg: the Tachanka three-man light carriage) and ground 

attack aircraft, coordinated by radio and ground markers.  
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the Tachanka three-man light carriage [Google open source] 

However, the implementation of these tactics was heavily constrained by the ad hoc 

nature of the Red Army. This included highly variable levels of professionalism, 

training, improvised logistics and ongoing attrition of personnel (as well as personal 

rivalries between Commanders.)  In addition, the limited C3 mechanisms of the era 

were a major constraint ie:  few, heavy and unreliable radios; breakable field telephone 

cable, telegraph lines and horse/motor vehicle or aeroplane-borne messengers or 

liaison officers; paper maps, china-graph pencils, typewriters and reproduction of 

Orders by mechanical copiers etc.  These cumulative significant constraints led to a 

“seesaw war.”  

As the historical record shows, the Poles were far more effective at implementing such 

tactics, as they were able to draw on the various Polish Legions, which had enhanced 

their professionalism over the four years of WW1.  Under Pilsudski's very competent 

leadership, they were able to defeat the Red Cavalry in a last-ditch battle south of 

Warsaw, known as ”the Miracle of the Vistula.” This halted the potential link-up of 

the Red Armies with the concurrent communist Kapp Putsch in Germany and the Bela 

Kun Uprising in Hungary.  Thus, the Poles thwarted a very dangerous Tier 1 Strategic 

Threat to Europe.  These efforts were bolstered by considerable aid from the Allies, 

and the provision of a limited number of military advisers, of whom Charles de Gaulle 

was one.  
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[Google open source] 

Marshal Józef Pilsudski (L), Captain Charles de Gaulle in Poland, 1919 (R) [Getty Images] 

The level of success achieved (and just missed out on) was enough to stimulate the 

minds of a number of brilliant Red Army Officers, among them Tukhachevsky, 

Triandafillov, Frunze and Isserson.  They also drew heavily on the thoughts of the 

“British Armoured Acolytes” (Fuller, Martel and Liddell Hart.)  This included the 
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nascent lessons from the British Army’s exercises in the late 1920s with the 

Experimental Mechanised Force (EMF) on Salisbury Plains ie:  similar country to the 

steppes:  

 
Video – Churchill visits tank manoeuvres Aldershot 1927 [British Pathe] 

Press > above to play video, then use button to return to monograph 

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, this led to the Red Army officers writing some 

insightful doctrine, which was the precursor to Blitzkrieg tactics. 

However, they went beyond this to conceive and articulate what we now call “Deep 

Operations,” with multiple coordinated long-range mechanised penetrations, 

converging in depth (200+ kms) in Double Envelopment's (or, as the Germans so 

evocatively called them: Kesselschlacht, that is, “Cauldron Battles.”)  This allowed a 

decisive effect to be achieved at the operational level of war, and, when multiple Deep 

Operations were sequenced, to potentially achieve decisive effect at the strategic level 

of war. 

These officers then, using the outputs of the first Five Year Plan, began to convert the 

Red Army into a mechanised force, and thence to evolve and practise the associated 

mass of sophisticated procedures, in the very large-scale exercises conducted in the 

mid-1930s.  They also innovatively incorporated nascent parachute and air mobile 

vertical manoeuvre operations, to secure key points along the intended lines of deep 

https://rusi.au/MGVid/Churchill/
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penetration. (Guderian and other key German officers were observers at these 

exercises, as was Wavell.) 

 
Video – “Kyiv Manoeuvers 1935” and “RUSSIA does the World's First Combat Jumps” [YouTube] 

Press > above to play video, then use button to return to monograph 

However, starting in the early 1930s, a number of these Soviet Officers died in suspect 

circumstances (air crashes, heart attacks etc.)  Others were liquidated in the Great 

Purge.  Only a few, like Isserson, survived in the gulags, or under house arrest, and 

were silenced via threats to their families. 

  

General Mikhail Tukhachevsky (L) 

Brigadier  Commander  

Georgii  Samoilovich Isserson (R) 

(Getty Images) 

https://rusi.au/MGVid/Ruskies/
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This meant that in World War Two, Soviet armies were unable to implement any 

substantial Deep Operations until the closing stages of the war, as they lacked the 

required highly trained staffs, leaders and units;  Zhukov, though, did try in part. The 

brilliant Soviet invasion of Manchuria in 1945 serves as a nascent example as to what 

Deep Operations were capable of. 

It should be noted that both the Russians and Germans maintained large cavalry 

forces on the Eastern Front. They were often able to integrate them with armoured 

operations, as horses could go where the tanks of that era could not  -  swamp, rocky 

ground, medium forests etc.   The U.S. Army also drew on this Steppes experience in 

using their Cavalry in the large scale, and crucially influential, Carolina and Louisiana 

Exercises conducted in 1938-41.   However, in the end, lack of shipping for horses, and 

especially the huge stocks of feed that were necessary, precluded deployment of their 

cavalry to the European theatre.  (In World War One, the amount of forage shipped 

across the Channel by the British Expeditionary Force had exceeded, in both volume 

and weight, all other war stores combined.)  The same constraints limited the 

Australian Army's use of its two militia Mounted Divisions and three separate Light 

Horse Regiments to home defences in 1939-41. 

It was not till the 1970s that a new generation of Soviet military theoreticians was able 

to re-present and enhance the concepts of “Deep Ops.” (The feared Operational 

Manoeuvre Groups [OMGs,] as a concept, was a side-development which was 

stimulated by the large armoured cavalry raids that the Wehrmacht conducted on the 

Eastern Front in WW1.)  The U.S. Army was very grateful for this output, as it heavily 

leveraged off this intellectual base to evolve the approach of its “Air Land Battle.”  

This is what was part-implemented in Gulf Wars 1 and 2.  However, unfortunately 

this was constrained in Gulf War 1 at a crucial moment, by inappropriate political 

interference, after the “Highway of Death” pictures were beamed around the world. 

The U.S. Army has since enhanced its concepts into what is now styled “Multi Domain 

Operations (MDO).” Besides the normal dimensions of land, sea, air and time, the 

extra dimensions include space, cyber and the psychological mindset of the opponent. 

This approach is what the Russian Federation Army was expected to implement in the 

Ukraine, clearly tried, and failed ineptly, (primarily because of its inability to conduct 

formation level operations, due to degradation of the professionalism of its Officer 

and Staff Corps, after the collapse of the Soviet Union.) 
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Video – U.S. Army in Multi-Domain Operations 2028 [US Dept of Defence] 

Press > above to play video, then use button to return to monograph 

The contemporary relevance to the Australian Defence Force is this:  due to the vast 

space of our continent, and the offshore littoral sphere of operations, as well as our 

limited but potent means, it is posited that we need to become Masters of “Dispersed 

Deep Operations.”  This to be conducted by orchestrated Joint Operations, not only 

on land, but also via what the current Chief of the Defence Force, General Campbell, 

(writing when he was a Lieutenant Colonel,) called “Archipelagic Manoeuvre” in the 

offshore battle space.  This is an embodiment of the application of the ADF concept of 

“Decisive Manoeuvre.”  Basically, due to our limited means, we need to husband our 

strength, until, optimally via deliberate “shaping,” an opportunity emerges to strike 

at an opponent's critical vulnerabilities. Then, via a series of deliberately sequenced 

and aimed significant blows, to inflict physical and physiological disruption, and in 

the end, decisive dislocation on our opponent. 

However, to achieve the requisite level of expertise to achieve the above in actual 

combat requires this approach to be continuously and comprehensively practised 

during peace time (as the Soviets realised in the mid-1930s).  This requires regular 

large scale Joint Exercises across the breadth of the Australian Theatre (this to include 

a subset of Combined Exercises in a coalition), against a largely unscripted, aggressive 

and cunning Opponent Force (OPFOR).  Only then can we confidently, objectively 

and independently validate to the Australian Government (that is, the “Customer”) 

and citizens (who are relying on, and paying for, this level of “insurance”) that the 

ADF is actually able to deal with a Tier 1 Opponent, or to objectively demonstrate 

where the shortfalls lie, for subsequent focused remediation. 

https://rusi.au/MGVid/Septics/
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In order to seek to stimulate further understanding and consideration of these wide- 

ranging and sophisticated concepts, please find for perusal: 

(a) a link to the recently published “Deep Operations” from the US Army Combat 

Studies Institute – this has a number of stand-alone chapters, which follow the 

evolution and application of Deep Ops,  Large-Scale Combat Operations Book 

Set (army.mil) ;  

https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Books/Large-Scale-Combat-Operations-Book-Set/  

(b) a link to Isserson's seminal work from 1932, “The Evolution of Operational 

Art”: OperationalArt.pdf (army.mil). The translator has done a very good job 

in selecting phrases/words that convert 1930s Soviet Communist diction into a 

form comprehensible in our current era. Though it is still a tad “heavy” in 

places, in others, the prose is exceptional eloquent and deeply insightful. For 

those who find it slightly turgid, start at Part 2 on page 39 ; 

https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/combat-studies-institute/csi-

books/OperationalArt.pdf  

(c) a video of a lecture by a professional historian focused on the subject “Architect 

of Soviet Victory in World War II” by Dr. Richard Harrison 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=56N9iPjQDIU  

To gain a feeling for the Soviet mindset of the 1920s & 30s, some examples of Soviet 

propaganda are worth considering :  

1. “The October Song” 

  https://youtu.be/c-S44L7p8lM 

 

2.   “We are the Red Cavalry” 

  https://youtu.be/0Txud-VBDwY 

 

3.  “Tachanka”   - "Тачанка"    -   English subtitles 

   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XDfzsdZ9I5g  
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