SHIELD & SWORD TACTICS


Anti-tank guns are a vital part of many tank actions but rarely mentioned. The much feared German 88 mm was an old weapon and not as good as the Russian 76.2 once they learned how to use it. The British 3.7 “ A/A gun was just as good but never used against tanks. Indeed at one stage in the Gazala battles it was suggested that four 3.7’s be used against approaching panzers but the British Divisional General (I have not been able to find his name) had them moved because they “got in the way. ” 


The real value of the 88 was in the way the Germans used it – and this started in the Civil War in Spain! Von Thoma had only PzKw 1 tanks against Russian T26’s so he used the “Shield and Sword” tactic. This involved retreating and drawing the Russian tanks onto a Pakfront  (linked anti- tank guns in prepared positions.)  After the guns had done their work the tanks attacked the fleeing enemy tanks or the unsupported infantry. 

Spain.  Most of the German anti-tank guns were 37mm but von Thoma had two 88 mm guns that he used against tanks. (I presume that an 88 shell would have gone straight through a T26!)

Poland.  The Polish tanks were both light and ancient yet the overpowering German forces lost 218 panzers – 167 PzKw I’s & II’s and even 26 PzKw III’s and 19 PzKw IV’s. These were lost to anti-tank guns as the Poles used to fire 2 shots in quick succession at the same spot on the tank.

1. KRAKOWSKA (Turns 20 Complexity 7) 3rd September 1939. This interesting scenario by Curt Cabbage gives the Poles a chance. They have 13 anti-tank guns modelled on the Swedish Bofors guns that can easily take out most of the German tanks.Your job is to position them and protect them with Infantry. 
France.  In France, Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division was striking deep when the British 1st Tank brigade broke into its line of march behind the armoured spearhead. This caused severe losses to the infantry and panicked the 

SS Totenkopf. The German 37 mm anti-tank gun (the troops called it the “Door Knocker”) failed to hold the Matildas so the 88’s were used to stop them. This action shook Rommel and may well have influenced Hitler’s decision of 24th May to call a temporary halt to the panzers and thus permit the Dunkirk evacuation.

2.ARRAS COUNTER ATTACK (Turns 22 Complexity 5) Doug Bevard’s scenario for Talonsoft takes place on the 22nd May 1940. Craig Foster rated it 8 for enjoyment and recommended playa as Allies.

This is an interesting scenario but as so often happens it features the more glamorous tank action rather than the anti-tank contribution.

 3.THE FATAL SCYTHES (Turns 15 Complexity 5) Doug Bevard’s scenario for Talonsoft takes place on the 18th May 1940 and is best played as German. This scenario gives a better chance to learn the handling of anti-tank guns. It has one Door Knocker and two 88’s.

2.

 Africa.  Generally speaking the German tanks were inferior to the British in both numbers and quality. The big difference was in their handling as Rommel massed his tanks and used the Shield and Sword tactic continually. The British attack of June 1941 (Operation Battleaxe) ran into thirteen 88’s which were well dug in and concealed. They lost 123 out of their 238 tanks and were almost cut off by a skilful counter-attack by the Afrika Corps panzers.  General Messervy of the 4th Indian Division said that the 88’s were the main reason for the failure of Operation Battleaxe but his views were obviously not heeded as it all happened again in Operation Crusader.


In Operation Crusader (November 1941) after 5 days of hard fighting the Germans were down to only 100 tanks from the original 174 German and 146 light Italian. However, the British   lost 300 out of 450 Cruiser tanks – mostly to anti-tank guns. In mobile battles where there is no enforced line of approach 

(Forest, road etc) the trick is to lay mines so that the enemy tanks are forced down a lane onto a Pakfront. The Sword tactic is important too as Rommel told a captured British Brigadier  “ I don’t care how many tanks you British have so long as you keep splitting them up the way you do. I shall continue to destroy them piecemeal”


4. CRACKING THE CAULDRON (Turns 16 Complexity 5) Doug Bevard’s Talonsoft scenario for the 5th June 1942 is not recommended 

 Complexity 5, Turns 16.Not recommended for PBEM. This is a better scenario for learning to handle Anti-Tank guns. The Germans have ten 50mm guns and two 88’s. The Allies have 27 tanks and the Germans 7 for the mobile counterattack.

Russia.


The next scenario has been selected from Talonsoft’s East Front to show the importance of correct siting. Anti-tank guns are very vulnerable so should preferably be placed in blockhouses with supporting infantry. The infantry can soak up some of the incoming fire and be ready for the inevitable infantry attack on the guns. If possible (it rarely is in the small scenarios) one should have a Pakfront as 88’s only have 2 shots and if a mass of tanks can get in close they can take them out.


Depending on the type of tanks that are coming it pays to hold opportunity fire and/or limit the range. Once an 88 fires it has been spotted and it is too difficult to move. Therefore the shots need to be kills rather than disrupts.

 5. RETURN OF THE LAH (Turns 21 Complexity 7).  Designed by Schlaffer & Burch. The action of 5th February 1943. Craig Foster rates this as balance 4 and Enjoyment 6 and recommends it for 2 players

   The blockhouse position 24,11 is very powerful and the place for the 88. There are only two 75 mm guns so they must be kept mobile until one sees where the attack is to be made. The 50 mm guns are not much good unless they can be hidden. A good spot is at 29,11 below the ridge and alongside the objective 30,11. The two Stug III’s are the only mobile defence so must be preserved. As the great English Boxer Jem Mace once said, “ let ‘em come to you!”

3.

Normandy. 


One of the classic 88 actions occurred when the British Operation Goodwood ran into four Luftwaffe 88’s which von Luck found at Cagny and used with some Stug’s in support. The 88’s fired rapidly (up to 20 rounds per minute) and there was no Allied infantry support so at least 40 tanks were destroyed in quick time and the attack held. Here it should be noted that anti-tank guns are very vulnerable and that the tall 88’s are difficult to hide.  Most 88’s were between 7 and 8 feet tall with limited protection for the 12-man crew. Their range was over 6 miles and they could penetrate 7.5 inches of armour vertically or 6.6 inches of armour sloped at 30 degrees at 1000 yards. This was the preferred range for T34’s.

  The 88’s at Omaha beach were deadly on the few tanks that got ashore. One fired 11 shots at a battleship (all fell short) and was destroyed by one single shell in reply.
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An 88 in an anti-tank role in Normandy

 6. KAMPFGRUPPE VON LUCK (Turns 14 Complexity 6) This action on the 18th July 1944 was designed by John Schettler. Craig Foster rates this 5 for balance and 6 for enjoyment. It is not for PBEM. This action is described in detail in von Luck’s excellent book Panzer Commander. In this scenario you will be somewhat better off than von Luck as you will have three 88’s, some Stugs & Tanks and plenty of Panzer grenadiers with Panzerfausts. There are a lot of reinforcements for both sides and a lot to learn by playing it both ways.  

Germany. 

As the danger of air attacks grew, to be posted to an 88 unit was probably a death sentence. The 88’s were very efficient weapons and later versions not nearly so tall. The need for protection and mobility led to the development of the JagdPanther which had 3.15 inch sloped armour and a limited traverse. 

4.

6. GATEWAY TO BERLIN (Turns 16 Complexity 5) by Doug Bevard of Talonsoft. In this realistic scenario there are plenty of heavy tanks on both sides but the Germans have three 88’s, two 75’s and a JagdPanther. They have a problem obtaining clear fields of fire and as before they must fire to kill, as they cannot fire and move. They are best placed in bunkers with clear fields of fire.

By this stage of the war most of the tank killing was done at close range by troops with Panzerfausts. 
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Late version of the 88. They were very heavy, had limited traverse and were and hard for the crew to move.

Researched and compiled by Jim Watt, Australia November 2004.

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