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Winter Fighting of the 253d Infantry Division
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(Based on Personal Experience)
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bxperiences and difficulties of this German diviec] the Russian
Campaigne Attack of the division across the Volga River; movements of the
infantrv regiments; defensive organization of the position taken for the
winter: preparation of the troops for winter warfare; attacks by the
Ruseians in the severest weathersy disastrous effects of tle cold on men
and weaponsj retreat across the Volga; destruction ol artillery equipment
because of the imossibility of moving 3 ’-. the deep snewy and details

of" the new defensive positione. e lessons learmned in winter warfare are

syomarized.,.
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Introduction
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Iy mid=September the German 253d Infant rv Division piopared for greater

mobllity after experiencing many difficulties in its advance through swamps,

i

mud, and sand. It was decided, therefore, to chanpge over from the motorized
amminition and supply trucks with their heavy rubber tires to the light, horse-

dravn Panje carts locally in use by the Russ] easants. Regimental and
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division headquarters were provided with horses and & few motor vehic
The amounts of armunition, materiel, clothing, and personal baggage were also
requced since the mbe " troops had decreased throuyh casualties. After

loading tests, the division orcered all of its organic units to be equipped
m "

witn vehicles and horses. "he division'!s motor vehicles remained at a snecial

denot which the division had est.: at1 "_“'“T‘(_ﬂh.'{:-;;.
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The reconnaissance patrol which pushed across the Volga did not encounter

the enemy who had withdrawn to Ostashkove.

veveral davs of rest gave the Cerman troops an opportunity to recuperate

from the exhausting march and to bring up units which had been delaved.

%

hen the advance began the division had been assigned to Sixteenth Army

on ti wing of Armv CGroup North. Then it was transferred to the Ninth

Army, to the left wing of Armyv Group Center. In late August 1t was reassigned
to Sixteenth Armye &t Soblago it was permanently assigned to Ninth &rmve These
frequent changes on the boundaries separating the anty groups had handlcapped
the division greatl ST el '?FLIT_:'-.' in obtaining f~.‘1‘.}‘~_rr‘r1fi_ﬁ:‘-'. The higher echelons
wanted the divicelon to perform well in combat, but whenever the question of
rations, armunition, and other suppllies was raised the division was referred
from one armyv vo the other, because the delivem F3 Lles was extrenely
dlfficult due to the great distance: | badly mired roads, and the frequent
lack of signa. cormunications, There were nany other disadvantages that re=
sulted from the division's frequent reassignment:t the higher zormmanders were
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unable to make personal decisions regarding the division's ].F"FldﬁT‘S}ii.P, condi-
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inetructions and orders falled to reach the division on Lif'iﬁ,

a freguent change in unit
be avolded. Illowever, if there is
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In mid=October XXIII Corps (Ninth Army) ordered the division at Soblago

to talke irmediate poessession of the Volga crossings near Selizharovo about

V. miles northwes. of Rzhave The rarch led through swamps which after heavy

rains had tvurned into a boge. This particular area had no hard-surfaced lighways

and was sparesly populated; there were a few forest lanes, but they were so

full of deep holes that even small horse-drawn vehicles we hardly able to
Corduroy roads and crossings over small creeks constantly had to be

constructed, 2411 this slowed down the march consicerably. Great difficulties

T

were also experienced in building a temporary bridge across the Shupopa Elver

1

unfavorable terrain along its banks. The dernanas on the men,

were umusually heavy, but all difficulties were overcome.,
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and road condirtions irmroved.,.

the division's advance in
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Peconnéissance established that the 3s1ans had bullt a closely knit and
deeply echeloned system of fortifications at the Volgae. The enerrv installations

were difficult to detect because the Russians excelled in camouflare and maine
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tained strict discilpline. Nevertheless, the appearance of

enemy's bunkers, the ground positions covered on top according to

methods, and the smoke from the lieated dugouts revealed the prese:
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Okhvat highway in such a manner that each colwmn occupied a village at 12 mile

i

intervals. Through this relay syvstem the long distance could be overcome. The
measure proved its worth ecpecially in time of snowfalls and drifts, since the
column leaders, who were at the sare time the post cormanders, were responsible
for keeping the roads open, clearing them of snow, and building; snow fences.

It 1s possible that these expedients also prevented partisan attacks against

the supply colums.

In late October the commander of XXIJI Corps held a conference at 102d

—_—

Infantry Division headquarters al Yeltsy (approximately 30 miles northwest of
Rzhev). & is conference the 253d Infantry Division was ordered to cross the
Volga and seize the area around Selizharovoe The 102d Infantry Divisior was to

support the attack by thrusting to the northwvwest and northeast,

. , ' ’ \
attalion (motorized, lO0O=mm guns) was brought

arrived.,. The division artillerv

the fﬁlfﬂ-
vellzharovo front
the L6Lith 1
ordered to pull out one

of

reconnaissance in rson, the divisioi. comnas
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enemy bank on pneumatic floats and immediately attacked the enermy who was oc-

cupying higher ground. It soon became necessary tc move the crossing site

farther downstream to prevent the enermy from shelling the German infantry heavy

weapons and artillery during the river crossing.

vhile the Russian artillery fire was not very effective, the German artile-
lery gave good support to the infantry, enabling 1t to seize tha hill positions
and to form & bridgehead in minimum time. The construction of a bridge began
irmediatelye. Some parts of the bridge had to be built provisionally since there
were not sufficient pontoons available - the Volga was about LOO feet wide. On
the whole, the bridge was completed rapidly and it facilitated the attack, especie-
ally the bringing up of artillery, vehicles, and supplies. Peconnaissance was
carried out from the bridgehead which revealed that rnany Russian burnkers in the
woods bordering the Selizharovo highway were strongly occupied and tha
dlstarce | abcut half a mile Ir ne Gerri line the eneryy was occupying duf e

)

cuts, bunkers, and
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The L6Lth Infantry Regiment, on the other hand, had to penetrate the systen

of enemy bunkers in bitter fighting and found the anti-tank ditches a considere
abel obstacle. Fortunately, the retreating Russians had failed to destroy most
antl-tank «1tch crossings along the road; wlienever they were derolished, the
regiment bridged the ditches with its ovm equipment. As the attacl progressed
eneny resistance stiffened in the sector of the L&lith Infantry Regiment. Its
lef't wing was contaired by fire from the woods north of ihe Selizharovo highe

waye (erman losses were increasing.

~

In order to 8tep up the attack 31des of the highwav the division
withdrew the headguarters and sone f the ja Infantryv Regirnent fror
the Selizharovo front and comitted them in the left sector adjacent. to the

161 th Infantrv Refirent. The latter wa. , 1 to seize Selisharovo in its
lowly since it was

ded Terral)
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However, all attempts to penetrate into the woods across the anti-tank ditclies

and into the open spaces on either side of the highway failed dve to the Russian

flankirg, fire from the north and tie machine-fun, mortar, and anti-tank fire

from bunkers in the woods. The Pussians began their counterattacks at this

time, diracted especially against a village on the hill., Heavy fighting ensued,

and the village seemed temporarily lost. Hovever, the attacks were eventually

repelled ard the u
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slians suffered heavy lossese
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1153d Infantry Regiment was committed at this time to support the /;73d

Infantry Hegirent on the right ard ordered to attack a village located at the

point. wlhere tre Volza emeryges from creat, Volga lake, In 1ts advance the

reginent, destroved several then succeeded in capturmng the anti-

LA

tank ditch which ran nearly the highway. 1t used thiles anti-tank

ditch to destrovy the enern hed rapidly to the Volpa,.
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irfantry which had mostly
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days of fightinge. Thelir performarce therefore deserveg even greater recognie-
tione 1t proved that the aggressiveness which had distinguished these troops

during the division's initicl advance had not abated.,

After corpleting its misselion 1n this sector, the division was ordered to

M

capture Ostashkov, e division, in turn, reported that it was in no condition

to undertake this operation because its strength was inadequate to carry out
such an extensive attack. The plan was finally abandoned and the construction

of a defensive position was ordered,

Kven before receiving this order, the division had already changed over

3 . L] ™™ ‘- 1. ol an
the defense., his def

ensive mission which in itself was contrarv to the
an soldler's nature was rendered more difficult by the lack of suitable
eantrenching tools. The troops, without adequate winter clothing and equipment,

In the woods right where the attack h halted. on eround t)at was

\ :

inches deen anad covered with snowe The aivision's Se(‘,t{n‘, which

was approximately 'O miles wide, had to be held by elements of the infani.ry and

engineer units which were greatly depleted and were inadequate for the large

sub=sectors of the regiments L. was not strar e, therefore, that the troops

>

defensive nositions

L0 the regirents by the divisione The L6)th Infantry

facing northeast, had onlv loose contact with the 102d Infantrv Division
1¢’ht in dense woods he regiment's sector by-passed Hill
( r 1*[ ‘l ;:' ﬁd ;..I"f :t ]. | ‘11"1"'

antry Heglrnent was adjolned

left flank of the latter
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adjcined the !153d Infaniry Regirent which had two battalions committed on the
gast side of the Volga and one battalion on the west side. One artillery bate
talion each was committed in the sectors of the L173d and L53d Infantry Regiments,
The medium artvillery battalion which had meanwhile arrived was employed west of
the Volga, where its rositions offered good observation and favorable conditions

for its effective zommitment. The artillery battalion proved its full worth

during the defersive fighting that followed.

The engineer battalion could release only a few small detachments for the
construetion of the infantrv position where the engineers were primarily engaged
in breaking up the frozen ground. The engineer battalion worked full time on
the construction of bridges across the Selizharovka and later on bridges across

the Volpa at Selizharovoe The restoration of these bridges which had been

destroyed by the Russians were very difficult to the high and steep river bank;

neverthless, their tactical and logistical irmortance was considerable. As soon
as the Volga froze over, the engineers switched over to constructing an

bridge, which was passable for all vehicles and, after the heavy frosts

was cormpleted ahead of the wooden bridges The engineer battalion was also
ordered to bring up to the infantrv position wooden frames for shelters which

had been nanufactured according to definite specifications.

Two companies of the antli-tank battalion were committed in front, while
battalion headquarters and one company remained &t Selizharovo as division

-

reserve.

The Volga which expanded northwest of Selizharovo into many miles of
lakes was not yet frozen and consequently presented a reliable barrier to the
enemys the 2653d Reconraissance Rattalion wvas therefore sufficient to guard the

f‘(r]}*}“ S 1O e ";T 1f|*_‘ LA FKE e
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The boundary line to the 123d Infantry Division to the left passed directly
east of Penoe. This division's reconnaissunce battalion had advanced northeast
beyond the Peno Straits. Both reconnaissance battalions maintained contact with

each other, although, due to the large distances, it was frequently interrupted.

After overcoming the initial obstacles, the troops made good progress in
constructing the defensive positions; every e’fort was made to provide them
with shelter for the impending cold and inclement weather. Fire and observation
lares were cut through the woods, and, since in tlie beginning there was a short=
age of barbed wire entanglerents, branches were used as obstacles. Later on,
abatis were set up in the frozen terrain and knife-rests placed on the srow.
The division ordered that the fire positions were to be organized in open terrain
so that the sentries hed uvnobstructed vision and could hear well, especially at
nighte In the onen terrain the sentries also nad an unobstructed fleld for

throwing hand grenades

During the preparation of the pesition German patrols constantly harassed
the enemy positions which were close to the German iines, just a few miles off
the right wing in the sector of the LéLth Infantry Regiment, and a few hundred
yvards off the left wing in the sector of the L53d Infantry Regiment. German
assault detachments up to company strength were also succescful in harassing
. 4

L} 1€ ArneAarty

Yy, and taking prisonerse.

s patrol activity corsilderably improved

the morale of the Cerman tI"OOTE'

In early December the LELth Infantry Regirent had to withstand a heavy

enemy attack agalnst i right wing. During this encounter a village in the

vicinity of Hill 318 and a hamlet in the woods on the boundary of the 102d

Infantry Division sector were lost, but recaptured soon after in a German
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combat nitse F many weeks the wounded could only be evacuated by air.

rmy

'ne L:erman 1.]"0{'}}“15 pw'rf';yr'l ed above all }‘I‘Hiﬁ(‘_‘. The | 310N received a

L |
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well=deserved citation on 27 March 19.,¢ which stated: "In weeks of bitter

e
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pahlian 253d Infantry Division has repelled 120

[

in part been supported by tanks, and has destroyved

nain body of several Soviet divisions."

lessons learned
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ostovaya and Kholmets highwaye.

colurn rushed reinforcements front to the other, moved individual
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heated rooms but lef't under cover outdoors, ready for instant use. In sentry
'I"]

posts recessaes were bullt into the parapets made of snow or the ground in

which the guns were kr":’*i;.

opeclal precautions also had to be taken to prevent the breaking

down oif radio r‘%(l_l*.f.".'; men

|

e main roads heat and shelter were provided

small personnel carriers (Volkswagen) proved very

ons motor vehicles bogred d | the 8now on

 pass another vehlcles | these cases 1T

Volkswagzer ck on the road. In removing
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