
Chapter 11

The Retrograde

The withdrawal should be thought of as an offensive instrument, and
exercises framed to teach how the enemy can be lured into a trap,
closed by a counter-stroke or a devastating circle of fire.

S.H. Liddell Hart, 1944

The retrograde is a type of defensive operation that involves organized
movement away from the enemy (FM 3-0). The enemy may force these op-
erations or a commander may execute them voluntarily. In either case,
the higher commander of the force executing the operation must approve
the retrograde. Retrograde operations are transitional operations; they
are not considered in isolation.

11-1. The commander executes retrogrades to-
. Disengage from operations.

. Gain time without fighting a decisive engagement.

. Resist, exhaust, and damage an enemy in situations that do not favor a
defense.

. Draw the enemy into an unfavorable situation or extend his lines of
communication (LOCs).

. Preserve the force or avoid combat under undesirable conditions, such
as continuing an operation that no longer promises success.

. Reposition forces to more favorable locations or conform to movements
of other friendly troops.

. Position the force for use elsewhere in other missions.

. Simplify the logistic sustainment of the force by shortening LOCs.

. Position the force where it can safely conduct reconstitution.

. Adjust the defensive scheme, such as secure more favorable terrain.
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. Deceive the enemy.

11-2. The three forms of retrograde are delay, withdrawal, and retirement. In
each form, a force moves to the rear, using combinations of combat formations
and marches. (Chapter 3 discusses combat formations; Chapter 14 discusses
troop movement.) The commander may use all three forms singularly or in
combination with other types and forms of offensive or defensive operations.

11-3. Retrogrades can negatively affect the participating soldiers' attitude
more than any other type of operation because they may view the retrograde
as a defeat. A commander must not allow retrograde operations to reduce or
destroy unit morale. Leaders must maintain unit aggressiveness. By plan-
ning and efficiently executing the retrograde and ensuring that soldiers un-
derstand the purpose and duration of the operation, the commander can
counter any negative effects of the operation on unit morale. Mter completing
a retrograde operation, the commander may reconstitute the force.
FM 4-100.9 establishes the basic principles of reconstitution.

HISTORICAL EXAMPLE
11-4. The following historical example illustrates how conducting a retro-
grade operation can preserve an army for future operations.

The Atlanta Campaign, 1864

The first two months of the Atlanta campaign illustrate the successful conduct of
a delay in the face of superior forces. Between 5 May and 17 July, Johnston held
Sherman to an average gain of one mile a day while preserving his freedom of
maneuver and his army for future operations. This part of the campaign contains
examples of successful delays, withdrawals, and retirements. Confederate ac-
tions at Resaca early in the campaign will be used to illustrate an unassisted with-
drawal under enemy pressure. See Figure 11-1, page 11-2.

In May 1864, Confederate GEN Joseph E. Johnston and his 55,000-man Army of
Tennessee had the mission of defending Atlanta. Johnston faced 110,000 Union
soldiers, organized into seven corps under MG William T. Sherman's overall
command. Johnston's campaign strategy was to force Sherman to culminate
before reaching Atlanta, conserving his army's strength until he crippled the
Union army in a defensive battle, and then launch a counteroffensive.

Union forces began the campaign on 5 May with an advance from positions
southeast of Chattanooga. Forced to withdraw from his initial positions at Dalton
because of a turning movement around his left flank by two Union corps,
Johnston raced to position his forces to defend Resaca, Georgia. Johnston in-
tended to hold at Resaca until he could cross his entire force over the Oostanaula
River to its southern bank. At Resaca were three bridges that supported the Con-
federate's line of communication with the logistics base at Atlanta.

Johnston positioned the three corps-then constituting his army-to defend
Resaca as they arrived on 13 May. May 14th and 15th saw attacks around
Resaca, with neither side gaining a marked advantage. However, the right flank
of the Union army moved within cannon range of the bridges. Forces that
Sherman sent four miles to the southwest on another turning movement crossed
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the river on 15 May, al-
though they did not
break out from their
bridgehead on that day.
Sherman intended to
follow with his main
force and either enve-
lope Johnston or strike
his flank during a re-
treat. Faced with these
prospects, Johnston de-
cided to withdraw
across the river. A de-
ceptive Confederate at-
tack late on the 15th
convinced Sherman that
Johnston intended to
stay in his current posi-
tions. The withdrawal
commenced at mid-
night. Johnston left skir-
mishers along the line
(a detachment left in
contact), withdrawing
forces in succession
from his corps farthest
from the bridges, then
from his center corps,
and finally from the corps closest to the bridges. One division from his right-wing
corps constituted the army's rear guard. After the rear guard crossed the bridges,
Johnston's engineers commenced their destruction. During the three hours re-
quired to withdraw Johnston's army across the river, Union forces did not detect
the withdrawal until the Confederates began to destroy the bridges.

Johnston's mix of retrograde and defensive operations preserved his army as a
constant threat to Sherman. Nevertheless, his strategy was unacceptable to
Confederate President Jefferson Davis. Davis replaced him on 17 July 1864 with
GEN John B. Hood. Hood attacked Sherman three time in two weeks, suffering
heavy casualties and failing to seize the initiative. On 1 September, Sherman
seized Atlanta, achieving the Union's strategic objective in the Western Theater
before the national elections.

0 1/2. . ~Scale in Miles

Figure 11-1.Withdrawal from Resaca

DELAY
11-5. A delay is a form of retrograde [JP 1-02 uses an operation] in which a
force under pressure trades space for time by slowing down the enemy's
momentum and inflicting maximum damage on the enemy without, in prin-
ciple, becoming decisively engaged (JP 1-02, see delaying operation). The de-
lay is one of the most demanding of all ground combat operations. A delay
wears down the enemy so that friendly forces can regain the initiative
through offensive action, buy time to establish an effective defense, or
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determine enemy intentions as part of a security operation. Normally in a de-
lay, inflicting casualties on the enemy is secondary to gaining time. For exam-
ple, a flank security force conducts a delay operation to provide time for the
protected force to establish a viable defense along its threatened flank. Ex-
cept when directed to prevent enemy penetration of a phase line (PL) for a
specific duration, a force conducting a delay normally does not become deci-
sively engaged.

11-6. A delay operation can occur when the commander does not have enough
friendly forces to attack or defend. It may also occur, based on a unit's mis-
sion, in conjunction with a higher commander's intent. The decision to con-
duct a delay may not be based on the unit's combat power, but on the other
factors ofMETT-TC. For example, during security operations, the commander
may conduct a delay as a shaping operation to draw the enemy into an area
where he is vulnerable to a counterattack. Another example would be a delay
instituted as an economy of force effort to allow the commander to conduct an
offensive operation elsewhere.

11-7. The ability of a force to trade space for time requires depth within the
area of operations (AO) assigned to the delaying force. The amount of depth
required depends on several factors, including the-

. Amount of time to be gained.

. Relative combat power of friendly and enemy forces.

. Relative mobility of the forces.

. Nature of the terrain.

. Ability to shape the AO with obstacles and fires.

. Degree of acceptable risk.

Ordinarily, the greater the available depth, the lower the risk involved to the
delaying force and the greater the chance for success.

11-8. A delay succeeds by forcing the enemy to repeatedly concentrate his
forces to fight through a series of defensive positions. A delaying force must
offer a continued threat of serious opposition, forcing the enemy to repeatedly
deploy and maneuver. Delaying forces displace to subsequent positions before
the enemy is able to concentrate sufficient resources to decisively engage and
defeat delaying forces in their current position. The length of time a force can
remain in a position without facing the danger of becoming decisively en-
gaged is primarily a function of the factors of METT -TC, such as the relative
combat power and the terrain and weather.

ORGANIZATION OF FORCES

11-9. The commander normally organizes the delaying force into a main
body, a security force, and a reserve. The security force usually conducts a
screen forward of the initial delay positions. For a divisional cavalry squadron
or a corps cavalry regiment conducting a delay, the security force executing
the screen mission may consist of scouts or air cavalry. For a brigade or bat-
talion conducting a delay, the security force may consist of the brigade recon-
naissance troop, battalion scouts, or another element tasked to conduct secur-
ity operations.
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11-10. The main body, which contains the majority of the delaying force's
combat power, may use alternate or subsequent positions to conduct the de-
lay. The commander usually deploys his main body as a complete unit into a
forward position when conducting a delay from subsequent positions. He di-
vides his main body into two parts, roughly equal in combat power, to occupy
each set of positions when conducting a delay from alternate positions.

11-11. The commander normally retains a reserve to contain enemy penetra-
tions between positions, to reinforce fires into an engagement area (EA), or to
help a unit disengage from the enemy. All of these missions require that the
reserve has the mobility and strength to strike with such force that an enemy
has no option but to face the immediate threat.

11-12. The extended frontages and ranges common to retrograde operations
make the provision of fire support difficult and act to limit the commander's
ability to mass fires. Therefore, retrograde forces, especially delay forces,
often have more than the normal allocation of fire support assets. The com-
mander's risk of losing artillery systems and their ammunition also increases
when he is supporting retrograde operations. Therefore, he balances his deci-
sion to commit fire support systems forward against anticipated requirements
in subsequent battle stages. In particular, he protects his towed artillery sys-
tems from being overrun by a mobile enemy. He can use available rotary- and
fixed-wing aircraft to augment or replace his artillery systems.

11-13. Combat support (CS) and combat service support (CSS) assets are
widely dispersed and often attached to the units they support because of the
width of the AOs normally assigned in a delay. Engineer priorities are nor-
mally counter mobility first, then mobility. However, restrictive terrain that
impedes friendly movement may require the commander to reverse the prior-
ities. Close coordination is necessary so that engineer obstacles are covered
by fire and do not impede the planned withdrawal routes of delaying forces or
the commitment of a counterattacking reserve force. The delaying force
should have a greater-than-normal allocation of fire support systems.

11-14. The requirement to maintain continuous support during the delay re-
quires CSS organizations to echelon their assets. This echelonment, coupled
with the wide dispersion of combat forces that is inherent in a delay, compli-
cates conducting the delay.

CONTROL MEASURES

11-15. The delay consists of a series of independent small-unit actions that
occur simultaneously across the front. Subordinate commanders must have
freedom of action. The tactical mission graphic for the delay appears in Fig-
ure 11-2. It is not a control measure. The control measures used in the delay
are the same as those introduced in Chapter 8. Common graphics used in a
delay include AOs, PLs, battle positions (BPs), coordination points, check-
points, EAs, trigger lines, target reference points (TRPs), and disengagement
lines. (See Figure 11-3.) The commander designates contact points in front of,
between, and behind units to assist coordination, ensure continuity of the
delay, and draw attention to enemy avenues of approach into unit flanks.
(Chapter 15 addresses passage points with the passage of lines discussion.)

11-5



FM 3-90

11-6

PL HENHOUSE

011100JUL

PL HENHOUSE

011100JUL
(DELAY LINE)"

PL ELM

D

!
PL ELM

PL FOX

012200JUL
PL FOX

012200JUL
(DELAY LINE)

Figure 11-2. Delay Tactical Mission Graphic
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Figure 11-3. Control Measures for a Delay

11-16. In planning for a delaying action, the commander assigns an AO to
each committed unit down through the company or troop level. The com-
mander assigns each likely enemy avenue of approach to only one subordi-
nate unit when he designates subordinate units' AOs. When the commander
draws the boundaries of these subordinate AOs, he includes the terrain that
controls fire and observation into those areas.
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11-17. The commander designates additional PLs beyond those established
by his higher commander as necessary to control movement during the delay.
A delay line is a phase line where the date and time before which the
enemy is not allowed to cross the phase line is depicted as part of the
graphic control measure. Designating delay lines is a command decision
that imposes a high degree of risk on the delaying unit. The delaying unit
must do everything in its power-including accepting decisive engagement-
to prevent the enemy from crossing that line before the time indicated. A
delay line may also be event-driven. For example, a commander can order a
delaying unit to prevent penetration of the delay line until his engineers com-
plete construction of a rearward obstacle belt.

PLAN

11-18. Unit commanders and soldiers must understand and exercise the
basics of defensive operations outlined in Chapter 8 to conduct a successful
delay. However, these defensive basics have unique considerations, and the
significance of these considerations varies depending on the factors of
METT-TC. In a delay, units operate on extended frontages at great risk from
advancing enemy forces. The tactical situation constantly changes with ma-
neuver opportunities existing for only extremely short periods. Subordinate
commanders must have the flexibility to take immediate action to retain the
integrity of their forces. This helps retain their freedom of maneuver and in-
flict maximum destruction on the enemy.

11-19. The commander identifies ground and air avenues for enemy attacks
and friendly counterattacks. When avenues of approach diverge or pass from
one AO to another, adjacent units must coordinate with each other. Using the
intelligence preparation of the battlefield process, the commander designates
initial and subsequent delay positions on key terrain that covers likely enemy
avenues of approach throughout the depth of the AO allocated to the delay
mISSIon.

11-20. Maintaining a mobility advantage over the attacker by the delaying
force is key to successfully conducting a delay. Robust engineering and fire
support are critical to this effort. The commander plans to maintain this ad-
vantage by taking full advantage of the mobility inherent in the combat and
tactical systems available to the delaying force. In addition he takes other
steps to enhance friendly mobility and degrade the enemy's mobility, such as
building combat trails between delay positions and preparing bridges over
major rivers for demolition. The delaying force should be capable of con-
structing large numbers of obstacles and delivering long-range fires. For ex-
ample, while the enemy seeks to travel in movement formations that allow
him to press his attack at the greatest speed, the delaying force's aim is to en-
gage the enemy as early and often as possible. This forces the enemy out of
those formations through a multiple series of time-consuming deployments
into an assault formation.

11-21. The air defense portion of the plan has three main considerations-the
protection of the force while it is in position, the protection of any forces left
in contact, and the protection of the force as it moves to the rear. Priority of
protection should be toward maintaining the mobility of the force. Air defense
assets remain mobile yet able to engage aerial targets with little advance
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