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Combat in Russian Forests and Swamps, prepared for the Historical Division, EUCOM, by a committee of former German generals and general staff officers, deals with the principles of combat in the vast woodlands and swamps of European Russia. The main author and all other contributors have drawn upon their own extensive experience on the Eastern Front and that of their allies, especially the Finns, to present the actual lessons learned from the events of the war. When the study was translated and prepared for publication, every effort was made to retain the point of view, the expressions, and even the prejudices of the original authors.


The reader is reminded that publications in the German Report Series were written by Germans from the German point of view. Throughout this study, any mention of “normal methods” or standard infantry tactics refers to German combat doctrines, and applies to units organized and equipped in accordance with German regulations. Similarly, the recommendations contained in the final section are made against the background of German methods of individual and unit training before and during World War H.
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In conformance with the assignment, this study had to be confined to a discussion of tactical principles. The author’s lucid and methodical presentation fully corresponds with the experiences reported to me by our combat forces during the Russian campaign.


Apart from tactical principles, however, another problem calls for serious consideration: The problem of education and training, of teaching self-confidence to young men of military age and of training them in the art of improvisation. The need for this training is pointed out in the final section of this study.


Furthermore the presence of vast forest and swamp regions, as encountered in eastern Europe, must be taken into consideration in the planning of military operations. Future planners will have to make certain that extensive areas of woodlands and swamps are not permitted to assume more than tactical importance. The German command in Russia was not always successful in this respect, partly because it did not see clearly all the elements involved and partly because it did not succeed in driving the enemy away from the large wooded and swampy areas. On the contrary, there were numerous occasions when we deliberately drove the Russians into the swamp, assuming that this would prevent them from interfering with the further course of operations. That proved to be a fatal error.


When the enemy has been maneuvered into a large forest and swamp region, the area cannot be sealed off by the same methods as a beleaguered fortress. Even a force with great numerical superiority will never have enough men available for such a task. It was also our experience that Russian forces, once they were driven into wooded and swampy areas, were extremely difficult to attack by normal means and could hardly ever be completely destroyed. On countless occasions, we were confronted with the fact that the Russian was able to move about in these impenetrable forests and treacherous swamps with the certain instinct and sense of security of an animal, whereas any soldier reared and trained in a civilized country of the West was severely restricted in his movements and thereby placed at a disadvantage. There are no effective tactical remedies to compensate for this disadvantage. Even the most thorough training applied to troops from the West cannot replace the natural instinct peculiar to eastern Europeans who were born and raised in a region of forests and swamps. In the course of several generations the Soviet policy of concentrating masses of workers in large industrial areas will certainly have the effect of eliminating these natural instincts, even among people of the eastern type, but this is still far in the future. Until that time arrives, I am convinced that there is only one really effective method to use against the dangers of Russian forests and swamps, namely, to plan and conduct operations in a manner which will drive the Soviet forces from those areas where—for the time being—they enjoy a natural advantage, and force them to give battle in open terrain where western soldiers have an even chance in the tactical sense and superiority in terms of materiel. It is entirely conceivable that even the most modern weapon, the atom bomb, might serve as an effective instrument in support of such a strategy.




SECTION I


MILITARY ASPECTS OF RUSSIAN FORESTS AND SWAMPS
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Aside from their tremendous expanse, the forests and swamps of European Russia are of military significance because of their almost impassable and practically featureless terrain. Vast areas are left entirely in their primeval state and differ distinctly from the cultivated regions of western and central Europe. By far the greatest part of the extensive woodlands in European Russia is the result of undisturbed natural growth. Modern forestry methods, such as selective cutting and systematic reforestation, are virtually unknown to the Russians. As a result, very little progress has been made, even in recent years, in exploiting these forests or in making them more accessible, except in the immediate vicinity of major highways.


Inhabited places are few and far between; they are located in man-made forest clearings and particularly along the river courses. Since most Russian rivers flow from north to south or vice versa, the natural road network also developed in these directions. Lines of communication running east and west are extremely rare.


During any season of the year the small number and the doubtful condition of traffic arteries in Russia was the chief source of anxiety to all German field commanders. By far the majority of roads and trails proved to have no more than local significance as connections between villages, as logging roads, or simply as cleared lanes through the forest. They were built accordingly. In critical periods, particularly during the muddy season, they proved completely useless. They were replaced, once the ground was solidly frozen, by so-called winter roads. Wherever bridges had to be crossed, their load capacity and their strength against floods or drifting ice had to be estimated with extreme caution.


In view of the fact that the Russian river systems are rarely regulated, inland water transportation, except on lakes, played only a minor role. The so-called Rollbahnen (highways reserved for motor vehicles), which were built and maintained on a large scale by German construction units using as a foundation such stretches of hard-surfaced roads as were already available, proved invaluable. Wherever they existed, they provided the starting points for tactical operations and served as the lifelines of the German supply system.


The great wooded areas of European Russia actually begin in Poland and grow denser as one advances east. The forest of Byalovizh, 40 miles north of Brest Litovsk, at one time the game preserve of the czars and later of the Polish Government, does not quite fit into the general picture because, to serve its specific purpose, it has been better provided with roads. East of Brest Litovsk, however, extend the broad marshes and forests of the Pripyat region. Adjoining them, the huge tracts of forest around Gomel, Minsk, Bryansk, Borisov, Orsha,-and Vyazma dominate the landscape. They are continued north of the low ridge of Orsha in the forests of Polotsk and Velikiye Luki and in the marshy lowlands along the course of the Lovat and the Volkhov, all of which were scenes of bloody fighting during World War II.


It is typical of the large Russian forest areas that nearly all of them harbor extensive swamps. Whatever general rules are applied in this study to combat in forests or in swamps are therefore interrelated in many respects.


Southern Russia, especially the Ukraine, is nearly devoid of woodlands; some parts are highly cultivated, others consist of steppes. Since ancient times Southern Russia has been the favorite scene for the operations of large armies.


Except for the rolling terrain of the Valdai Hills, all wooded areas of western Russia extend over flat land. The only mountain forests are in the extreme south: in the Yaila mountains on the Crimea, in the Carpathians,-and in the Caucasus where, in addition, treacherous swamps are found in the western foothills.


Toward the extreme north the woods become thinner and are gradually replaced by underbrush and swamp vegetation. The landscape appears more and more desolate the farther one advances in the direction of the White Sea. Economic and military objectives, of necessity, take second place to bare survival in the face of the bleakness of nature. Here some fishermen, hunters, and lumbermen eke out their precarious existence in a constant struggle against the rigors of nature. North of the Arctic Circle only Lapp nomads and their herds of reindeer are to be found. Farther to the east, beyond the Ural Mountains, tundra and taiga (northern coniferous forests) extend over the vast expanse of northern Asia.
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