RIVER CROSSING TACTICS.


As fast Heinz Guderian used to say “Schnell Schnell!!” For both sides that is the key to the tactics involved in the vital battles for River Crossings. I have selected scenarios that illustrate the tactics of both sides and are also fun to play.

GERMAN TACTICS.


Surprise is very important in warfare. The Russians were completely surprised when German tanks emerged from the River Bug! These were the “Tauchpanzer” (diving tanks) of the 18th Panzer Division which had been prepared for Operation Sea Lion—the invasion of England. They were Panzer IIIF’s sealed to make them watertight and equipped with a special “schnorkel” type fitting to supply air to the engines (and crew too!). Eighty diving tanks crossed the Bug River on the first day of Barbarossa and overran the Russian infantry and armoured cars. These tanks were not used this way again. They were converted back to normal PzIII’s.
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Above is a photo of a Tauchpanzer in action with a 10-foot long single steel tube replacing the 50-foot long schnorkel on the model of a Sealion TauchPanzer.  
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1. COMPLETE SURPRISE. (Turns 16 Complexity 7) 22nd June 1941. This scenario by von Niemack/Keltner comes from the excellent Blitz PB1# disc.

The tanks were totally successful but this is still a difficult scenario for the German player. It starts as a major German defeat. Of the 21 games reported to The Blitz  the Russians have won 20.

2.

In the North, von Manstein’s LVI Panzer Corps drove 220 miles in 4 days to take the vital bridges at Daugavpils (Dvinsk) by driving flat out through the Russian defences. The Brandenburg Division (Commandoes) in captured Russian lorries and uniforms bluffed the Russian guards on the bridges just ahead of the leading units of the 8th Panzer Division. This was a fine example of Guderian’s bold plan to move fast and bypass the opposition.

2. BRIDGES ACROSS THE DVINA. (Turns 10 Complexity 5). This scenario of the 25th June is by William Velovich. It is quite realistic as the first German vehicles to arrive at the bridges in this scenario are trucks which are followed by   tanks & other units. The numerous Russian infantry are fixed for a short time but the German column must move at top speed to hold the bridges so boldly gained. Spotting for artillery (and hiding from it) is important to both sides. The game starts with a major German defeat.

The next scenario illustrates another element of River Crossing tactics – the fast Russian reaction to try and recapture German bridgeheads before they become firmly estabelished. Again speed is most important, as units must be thrown in without waiting for reinforcements.

Forward elements of the 6th Panzer Division (with the Brandenberg Divison) took the 2 bridges over the Luga only 65 miles SSW of Leningrad on the 20th July. They were well out in front of any supporting units and the Russians counter attacked at once.  The troops were completely surrounded so German reinforcements had to fight their way through from the South as fast as they could while Russian reinforcements poured in from the North.

3. THE PORECHYE BRIDGEHEAD (Turns 30 Complexity 8) This scenario by Stephen Duncan for the 20th July 1941 is a very realistic representation of the situation described above.  The game starts as a draw. The heavily outnumbered Brandenbergers and 6th Panzer units have few tanks and limited artillery so must hold on until their artillery, rockets and anti-tank guns arrive on turn 6.  
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3.

RUSSIAN TACTICS. 


The Russians too knew that speed was vital in establishing and holding bridgeheads. To quote from General Erhard Raus’ book “Fighting in Hell”—“It always proved wrong or fatal to do nothing about bridgeheads or to postpone their elimination, no matter what the reasoning. It was certain that Russian bridgeheads that had existed only 24 hours would in that time become a serious menace. Although only one Russian company might have occupied the newly formed bridgehead in the evening by the next morning it was sure to have turned into an almost invincible fortress held by at least a regiment and bristling with heavy weapons.”


They were expert at building pontoon bridges just below the surface of the water and using them secretly at night.
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On the 24th September 1943 the Russians crossed the Dnieper 80 kilometres South East of Kiev at Bukrin and quickly threw a pontoon bridge over it. By morning tanks of the 2nd Guards were across and the Germans had a major battle on their hands. 
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(I suspect that these are German troops using a new bridge.)

4. THE BUKRIN BRIDGEHEAD. (Turns 25 Complexity 7) 24th September 1943.   Doug Bevard of Talonsoft has given us a well-balanced and popular scenario. The game starts as a minor German victory and Gamers have reported 150 results to the Blitz ---73 wins by the Russian side, 57 by the German side and 20 draws. The Russians have 27 T34’s that are all in action from the start. The 9 Panzer IVF2’s, 4 Panthers, 3 Marder II’s, and 3 Marder III’s plus 4 powerful anti-tank guns do not arrive until the 4th turn so both sides have to move fast. The Russians only have one decent anti-tank gun the 76mm “Ratsch Boom” (crash boom) so named because the firing and impact sounds are so close together. Some authorities say it was a better gun than the mighty 88.

4.


The Bukrin bridgehead was planned to be the main one across the Dneiper but the Bukrin battles ended in a Russian defeat.

There were many other attempts to create bridgeheads over the Dnieper. Near the village of Lyutezh north of Bukrin the 240th Rifle Division had no combat engineers or bridging equipment so they launched a night attack with boats and rafts on the evening of the 26th of September 1943. There was no preliminary artillery fire so the Germans had no warning.

This interesting action is featured in Paul Carell’s classic work Hitler’s War on Russia (Vol 2).  He states that the Dnieper there was about 700 yards wide with a very steep bank on the German side. The Russian boats were spotted and very few Russians survived the German machine gun fire. “Sergeant Nevedov succeeded in reaching the bank with 22 men. They dug in on the steep bank 200 yards from the river and held all German attacks on the 27th. By evening there were only 10 men left but another 75 crossed during the night. By the 30th the 240th Rifle Division had transferred field artillery and mortars and occupied an area 2 miles long by 1 mile wide on the Western Dneiper bank.” 
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5. THE BLOOD RED DNIEPER (Turns 15 Complexity 6) This scenario by Doug Bevard of Talonsoft covers the action of the 26th September 1943. He named it after the way the setting sun turned the slow moving Dnieper a blood red. This is an unusual scenario as both sides only have infantry plus a few small mortars. Sadly Sergeant Nevedov is not in the OOB. The Germans are outnumbered so their reinforcements and artillery must arrive fast while the Russians must also cross the river and attack as fast as they can. It starts as a draw. Of the 7 results which players reported to The Blitz the Germans won 6 and the Russians 1. 

The main German counterattack on the Lyutezh bridgehead was launched on the 6th November. It failed. On the night of the 5th the Russians had brought tanks across on barges to support the shattered remnants of the 240th.   This was a critical battle. This bridgehead became the major Dnieper crossing from which Russian forces drove South West to take Kiev. 
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5.

6. TOEHOLD ON THE DNEIPER (Turns 16 Complexity 8) 6th October 1943.

This scenario by Doug Bevard for Talonsoft covers the German answer to The Blood Red Dneiper. It is a NIGHT scenario which starts as a minor German defeat. Players have reported 5 German wins using the original night scenario. (I am not fond of night scenarios which I find slow and spoiled by the element of luck. I have converted it for daytime play as, to date, only 5 have reported playing it and  it is far too good to be wasted.)    

 7.TOEHOLD ON THE DNEIPER ---DAY SCENARIO (Turns 16 Complexity 8) 6th October 1943. (This is a fascinating scenario that mirrors the real action and  gives the Russians a chance. It repays skilful play by either side.)

When the game opens the Russians have 14 mortars, 3 Howitzers and 9 x 45mm anti-tank guns across the river. The Germans have 4 Stug III’s, 2 StuHow 42’s, 2 Marder III’s and 15 howitzers.  Both sides have over 110 infantry platoons.

Thus the game starts with fierce infantry and artillery actions as did the original.  

By turn 4 the Germans had been reinforced by 3 StugIII’s, 1 Marder III and 3 Rocket launcher batteries. 

After turn 6 the Russians have 6 T34’s across the river and 2 batteries of rocket launchers. 

To convert the Talonsoft Night TOEHOLD Scenario to a day scenario;-

1. On the Main Menu screen check the Edit Scenario button
2. Select the file name Lyutezh and click it.
3. On the top line click Scenario then Header

4. On the bottom line remove ticks from Night Scenario and both Starshells.

5. OK then save as LyutezhDay

Researched and compiled by Jim Watt, Australia October 2004

Comments and requests for scenarios to jwatt@shoal.net.au
