Battle for the Dnepr Line

Foreword:

The main virtue that every single commander officer should show is adaptation to the situation he is in.  A realistic approach to the current task is needed.  The ability to develop plans that reflect the possibilities of the situation at hand is required.  This quality shines especially when the enemy has superiority in men and/or material.  In practical terms we have to say that the conduct of the operations has to be based strictly on realistic appreciation of the situation and not on wishful thinking.  This campaign is based on this single principle.  The player is outgunned and outnumbered, therefore, he has to be aware of this situation and act accordingly.  The player should be prepared to take a defeat (or more) if the objective conditions for victory are not present.  Only in a handful of scenarios a victory is mandatory.  The order of battle will show when this is the case.  The preservation of your own troops and the ability to recognize when you should take risks and when not to take them is required here.  Victory in the campaign is more important than victory in every single scenario.  Under these concepts this campaign is not difficult.  .  
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These symbols represent, rifle (infantry), motorized (panzergrenadier) and armored (panzer) units, respectively.  The first column shows Soviet units, the second German ones.  

xxxx
Army

xxx
Corps

xx

Division

Example: the label xxx XXXXVIII means, German forty eighth Corps.  The label xxxx 3G means, third Guard Army.  The label xx To means, Totenkopf division.  The kind of unit of course is represented by the symbols shown above.  

German units in dotted symbols, Soviet units clear symbols.  

Historical Background

The battle for the Dnepr River line was one the biggest and most decisive operations of WW2.  Included an attack in more than half of the Eastern front and the German strategic position was shattered almost completely, especially in the south.  The Soviets had a great superiority in men and material and made the most of it by concentrating forces at the points of rupture.  Five different Fronts (Army Groups) participated with almost 40 different armies including the reserve armies thrown into the operations.  These Fronts were from north to south, Central (Rokossovsky), Voronezh (Vatutin), Steppe (Koniev), Southwestern (Malinovsky) and South (Tobulkhin).  They used more than 2,600,000 men, 51,200 guns, 3,000 tanks and 2,500 planes.  The Germans defended with the four armies of Army Group South (4th Panzer, 8th Infantry, 1st Panzer and 6th Infantry) and with the 2nd Army of Army Group Center plus units of the 2nd Panzer Army.  The Germans had 1,200,000 men, 12,000 guns, 2,300 tanks and 1,800 planes.  The Soviet superiority in guns and their skillful concentrations at the attacking points almost guarantied that the Germans could not keep the front intact.  The Soviet strategy was concentration of Rifle (Infantry) armies supported by artillery at the rupture point.  Once the front had been broken the tank armies would pour through it and exploit the victory.  Only in case of failure or serious problems to breach the front the tank armies would be committed during the initial stages of the assault.  The German strategy was mostly a static one driven by Hitler’s ideas.  This campaign tries to assess if a different approach could have been more successful.  

Coming after the victorious Soviet offensives in the aftermath of the Kursk battle, it conferred the initiative once and for all to the Soviets.  A word should be said about the battle of Kursk whose effects will not be seen in this campaign for the especial what-if assumptions made.  Kursk was a tremendous defeat for the Germans, not so much in men and material losses, but strategically and psychologically.  The Germans were left psychologically in bad shape by the realization that they could not impose their will anymore on the Red Army even under the best of circumstances.  This psychological blow was compounded by the effects of Operation Kutuzov (Orel Buldge attack) and even more by Operation Rumiantzev (Kharkov attack).  Rumiantzev was a complete disaster for the Germans because they weakened decisively their front thinking that the Red Army could not attack effectively after the battering taken during the Kursk operation.  The Soviet attack gave them the impression that their foes had ‘come back from the death.’  Despite the fact that the Germans did not suffer big losses of men and material in Kursk (comparatively speaking) still the effects on the readiness of most of the German soldiers cannot be played out.  The main what-if in this campaign is that Kursk never occurred and that the Germans had fresh and fully equipped troops.  Another assumption is that Hitler’s incapacitation allowed for Manstein’s mobile defense ideas to be implemented.  The Germans will wait behind a thin front line, only favorable positions will be strongly defended.  Most of the troops will be organized in mobile groups made up of a couple of panzer/panzer grenadier divisions.  The presence of one or more of these groups is an indication of the possibility of counter-attacking.  
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Figure 1.  Operational map.

It is also assumed that armored units, such as the II SS Panzer corps never were split and sent moving in all directions.  This strategy negated their strong presence in the battlefield.  The armored units should be concentrated not split.  The final assumption is of a more tactical nature, but of deep importance nonetheless for the operations.  It is assumed that the neglect of German infantry has been stopped.  The development and production of nonsense weapons, such as the Ferdinand was stopped and these resources have been put into the production of heavy weapons for infantry, especially AT guns, such as the 7.5 cm gun.  These units are organized in regiments including also a heavy machine guns battalion.  By the end of the campaign every infantry division will have an AT regiment assigned to it.  

The main operation was started by an attack by the Central front in the direction of Sevsk.  The original attack was stopped by the German troops of Army Group Center, but the Soviets shuffled the operation slightly to the south into the junction of Army Groups Center and South.  They were successful in this new attack and this opened the way to the Desna River and Kiev the capital of Soviet Ukraine.  This is the only scenario that involves the Central Front and Army Group Center.  The rest of the campaign deals only with the fighting on Army Group South front.  
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Figure 2.  First series of Soviet offensives.

A series of offensives in the southern part of the front shifted into high gear around this time.  The Southwestern Front attacked the 1st Panzer Army in the Izyum area and the Southern Front attacked the Mius River line.  The Soviets had been defeated twice already in the southern area.  This time a bombardment of more than 5,000 guns preceded their attack.  They were successful and Taganrog fell during the last days of August.  The German XXIX corps (6th Army) was surrounded during this operation and the resurrected German 6th Army suffered severe losses.  The Germans finally succeeded in relieving the XXIX corps, but at a severe price in men and material.  The Voronezh Front also initiated offensive operations in the direction of Poltava-Kremenchug while Steppe Front was to move on Krasnograd-Verkhne Dneprosk, finally making for the Dnepr in the Dneprpropetrovsk area.  It was an offensive of gigantic scope along a huge territorial area.  All the offensives started almost simultaneously depriving the Germans of the possibility of moving forces from quiet areas to those threatened.  Figure 2 depicts the main axes of advance.  Only the main armies defending and attacking are shown there.  
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Figure 3.  Second wave of Soviet offensives.  

The Soviets achieved success in the North and in the South advancing toward the Desna and the northern area around Kiev.  The northern flank of the Voronezh Front after heavy fighting took Konotop and with the left flank of Central Front moved toward the Dnepr in the Lyutezh area.  The southern flank took Poltava and moved towards the Dnepr River in the general area of Veliki Bukrin with the intention of outflank Kiev from the south.  Koniev’s Steppe Front made it for the area around Kremenchug after taking the fortified area around Merefa.  The Southwestern Front reinforced by Cavalry units reached the Dnepr at the end of September and created two beachheads around Dneprpropetrovsk.  The northern wing of the South Front took Stalino, the capital of the Donbas area while its left wing supported by the Black Sea fleet took Mariupol in a rare amphibious operation.  Figure 3 shows these operations.  
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Figure 4.  Soviet attacks on the Dnepr River line.

Units of the Voronezh Front occupied beachheads on the areas of Lyutezh and Veliki Bukrin north and south of Kiev, respectively.  The Soviets attacked from those beachheads in order to create the conditions to advance towards the city of Kiev itself.  The main effort was attempted from the area of Bukrin supported by paratroopers of the 1st, 3rd and 5th Airborne brigades.  The city of Kanev lies within the Veliki Bukrin beachhead area.  This operation is the historic foundation for the Kanev scenario in the original SSI Soviet campaign.  The effort failed because the troops collided head on with German troops from the XXXXVIII and III Panzer corps.  Another attack from the Lyutezh beachhead planned originally as a diversion was more successful and Vatutin switched the main axis of attack from south to north.  This operation was successful and led to the battle for the city of Kiev.  The city fell during the first days of November.  Meanwhile the Steppe Front created two beachheads on the Kremenchug area and the Southwestern Front did likewise in the Dneprpropetrovsk area.  The South front paused for reinforcements in front of the German fortified Panther line on the Molochnaya River.  The Soviets attacked this defensive line during the first days of October.  The German position was anchored on the city of Melitopol.  These offensive actions are depicted in Figures 4 and 5.  
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Figure 5.  Soviet offensives against Kiev and the Panther line.

The Soviet succeeded in establishing numerous beachheads on the west side of the Dnepr line.  In fact they had already fractured the continuity of the Ostwall (Eastern wall) envisioned by Hitler.  They had also achieved a significant success by breaking the Panther line and reaching the lower parts of the Dnepr.  This success deprived the Germans from land communications to the Crimea and isolated there the German 17th Army.  
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Figure 6.  German counterattacks.

The last part of the campaign depicts the German counterattacks to eliminate the beachheads on the west side of the Dnepr and to restore land communication with the Crimea.  There were in truth two main historic operations, the assault on the Kiev beachhead by the XXXXVIII Panzer corps and an assault by the 1st Panzer Army on the beachheads around Kremenchug.  The Germans fortified the area around Nikopol due to the presence of nickel mines on the area and kept a beachhead of their own on the east side of the Dnepr.  

The what-if assumptions made during this campaign yield fruit at this point.  The German side under the player should have done much better than they did historically.  Therefore, the German side should be stronger and have more troops than in the real situation.  This fact is reflected in the presence of several relatively fresh armored units.  These units were in reality not there or were weaker than they are in the campaign.  
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Figure 7.  German counterattacks (what-ifs).

The player can attack the Kiev beachhead by stopping the Soviet attack at Zhitomir and after success there can try to retake the city of Kiev itself in the 2nd battle of Kiev.  The player can also try to stop the Soviets at Krivoi Rog and then attempt to retake Dneprpropetrovsk.  The extra German strength is also reflected in a third offensive towards the Dnepr bend and if victorious trying to reopen communications to the Crimea by retaking the city of Melitopol on the Molochnaya River.  The last part of these offensives is conditional to victory in the previous scenarios and takes place during the month of November under bad weather conditions.  Figures 6 and 7 depict these German counterattacks.  

German victories in several scenarios lead to the award of a BV, V or TV to the player.  The idea is that if you are defeated in the first battle of Kiev you can take at most two of the three final objectives (Kiev, Dneprpropetrovsk and Melitopol).  In order to get a BV you need at least a TV at the 1st Battle of Kiev, only way to try to hold all three strategic objectives.  Otherwise you can only get a victory at most.  

As you should have already figured it out all names of cities in black (Sevsk) represent a scenario in the campaign.  

Order of Battles (OOBs)

Order of battles for all the scenarios have been prepared and are reproduced elsewhere.  The OOBs were taken from real units around the time of the Kursk offensive.  The assignment of armies and army groups (fronts) was done based on the historical offensives, assuming that the Soviets would have continued with their plans regardless the fact that the Germans did not commit to the Zitadelle offensive.  Stalin’s personal character and overwhelming influence make this very likely.  The German infantry divisions are represented by, three infantry units, 1 Arty unit and 1 AT.  The German Panzer divisions are represented by, 2 tank units, 1 Arty, 1 AT, 1 AD, 2 grenadiers and 1 recon unit.  Eventually a pioniere unit or a bruckenpioniere can also be present.  The panzer grenadier divisions have only one or no tank unit.  They have also towed weapons instead of mobile ones as the Panzer divisions.  The SS panzer grenadier divisions have the best of both worlds with as many tanks as the panzer divisions and as much infantry as the normal panzer grenadier divisions.  Reflecting the full strength, sometimes over-strength, of these divisions, they have strength 12 at the beginning of the campaign.  The strength is reduced to 10 by the end of the campaign to reflect the wear and tear produced by tough battles.  I preferred to over-strength the Soviet divisions than to weaken the Germans to reflect the superior Soviet reserves.  You can also notice than the Soviet armies participate in fewer battles than the German ones.  This situation produces a faster decline in strength on the German side.  I did not reflect accurately this fact to give a certain handicap to the player.  The AI has significant more units in order to make up for its poor play.  I also added observation posts to improve the AI’s recon abilities and several towed units are represented by mobile ones to improve the AI playing strength.  

I chose two different ways to represent the Soviet armies.  In some cases I represented infantry divisions by 2 (3) infantry units and assigned all the heavy weapons (guns, ATs, ADs, tanks, etc.) to the army.  In other cases I followed an organization similar to the German player and still in others I used both.  The Soviet individual tank units (corps) had 3 tanks, 1 mobile AT, 1 mobile Arty, 1 mobile AD, 1 recon and 1 infantry unit (guard or engineer).  Most of the units in the OOBs are actually placed on the maps.  I reserved the right of adding and/or omitting units for playing purposes.  I also used observation posts, forts and mines as elements to balance the game.  

The naming of units was done according to the following rules, 

1).  Every unit has 3 different denominations X/Y/Z.  

2).  X represents the battalion/regiment of the unit.  

3).  Y represents the brigade/division of the unit.  

4).  Z represents the army (Soviets) or the Corps (Germans).  

5).  German heavy tanks were only organized in brigades, therefore, Z there is the brigade number.  

6).  The corps and army troops are represented by a blank Y (X/-/Z) number.  

Examples: 

1/333/XXIV means the first regiment of the 333 German division under the XXIV corps.  

111/233/4T means the 111 regiment of the 233 division under the Soviet 4th tank Army.  

16/-/6 is the 16 regiment of the 6th Army depending directly from army headquarters.  

11/-/1P is the 11 regiment of the 1st Panzer Army depending directly of army headquarters while, 

11/-/XVII is the 11 regiment of the XVII German corps depending directly from corps headquarters.  

Letters P, T, C, B, E represent panzer, tank, cavalry, bridging engineers and engineers, respectively.  

