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Introduction
The Red Army of Workers and Peasants1 considered itself an offensive army that
followed a doctrine of highly mobile warfare, and which was capable of attacking
deep into the enemy’s rear. While such doctrine was made possible by Russia’s
vast open lands, it was often hampered by limited military resources and the
mindset of the Soviet ofﬁcer corps, whose members were resistant to change and
often failed to see the wider picture. The Red Army’s theory of defensive ﬁeld
fortiﬁcations and obstacles was largely based on lessons learned in World War I,
all of which affected their design, construction, camouﬂage, integration into
the terrain, and dispositions on the ﬁeld. Despite the Red Army’s reluctance to
engage in defensive operations, they were forced to undertake large-scale ones in
the face of the overwhelming German blitzkrieg between 1941 and 1945, even
though they had beneﬁt of endless depths of country to withdraw into.
This book provides a study of the ﬁeld fortiﬁcations constructed by
combat troops defending the frontline during the Great Patriotic War. The
larger, permanent fortiﬁcations, such as the Stalin and Molotov lines, are beyond
the scope of this book and will be dealt with in a forthcoming Osprey Fortress
title. This book focuses on temporary, crew-served weapons positions and individual and small-unit ﬁghting positions, built using both local and occasionally
engineer-supplied matériel. The frontline soldiers (frontoviki) mostly built these
positions and obstacles themselves, sometimes under the guidance of engineers.
However, extensive use was made of penal battalions and forced civilian labourers
to prepare defences behind the front for units to fall back to, and thousands of
men, women, and children turned out to dig trenches, anti-tank obstacles, and
other fortiﬁcations.

4

Impressed civilian labourers
dig an anti-tank ditch. Hundreds
of thousands were employed in
such tasks and were instrumental
to the defence of the Motherland.
They turned out for work
regardless of age, sex, or physical
condition. The clothing and
footwear of the women here
are clearly inadequate for this
type of work. (CMAF)

1

See Osprey Men-at-Arms 216: The Red Army of the Great Patriotic War 1941–45.
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The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was, in its time,
the largest country in the world, spanning 11 time zones.
The terrain of the western part was as varied as the ethnic
groups that populated the country. In the far north it was
rocky with low hills, ridges, ravines, valleys, and lakes,
and the countryside could be barren, sparsely vegetated,
or forested. Most of the central region was densely forested
and in many areas there were swamps and marshes. The
approximate southern boundary of the forested areas was
on a line running north-eastwards covering Lvov–Kiev–
Kursk, although there were some large forested areas
below this. The vast Pripet Marshes lay on the southern
edge of this region; they partly dried out in summer, but
the autumn and spring rains made them all put
impassable. In the south and stretching far eastwards were
the sprawling, seemingly endless steppes. In the extreme
south lay the Caucasus Mountains. The USSR’s rivers ran
in all directions and were more often bordered on both
sides by marshes, swamps, and bluffs, which provided
greater obstacles than any river itself. Prior to World War
II, its road and rail systems were primitive and spaced far
apart, and its towns and villages were widely scattered. Its
dirt roads were churned up by German heavy trafﬁc and
were turned into quagmires with the coming of the rains.
Even the rail system worked against the German invaders,
since the Soviets used a wider gauge.
The climatic extremes were just as varied as the terrain.
Long, hot, dusty summers were followed by a short, rainy
autumn, and a long, brutal winter with heavy snowfall
and temperatures plummeting as low as -52°C (-61.6°F). A
short spring ensued with more mud caused by snowmelt and rain. The terrain
and climate were brutal in equal measure to the attacker and the defender alike,
and required both to be highly adaptable in terms of tactics, obstacles, and
camouﬂage methods.
Permanent fortiﬁcations were established by the Red Army on the borders
with Poland, the Baltic States, and Romania between 1926 and 1939, including
around Leningrad and Kiev.2 There were also permanent fortiﬁcations in the Far
East facing Japanese-occupied Manchuria, and when the USSR occupied eastern
Poland in 1939 they began construction of defences along the new border (the
Molotov Line). There were also coastal defences on the Baltic and Black Sea
coasts and around the few other key ports. These reinforced concrete and stone
fortiﬁcations were heavily augmented by ﬁeld fortiﬁcations. Nineteen ‘fortiﬁed
region’ (Ukreplennye Raiony) units were established to man these permanent
fortiﬁcations – brigade-sized units comprising a varied number of machine-gun
artillery battalions, armed and equipped with anti-tank riﬂes, 45mm anti-tank
guns, 50mm and 82mm mortars, 76mm ﬁeld guns, and searchlights. For the
most part, though, they were manned by only a small number of battalions,
often only a quarter of what was needed. The fortiﬁed regions could be
50–150km wide and up to 16km deep, including the forward outposts and
obstacles. Many of the defences were obsolete by the time of the German
invasion; their machinery and equipment were worn out, many of their
weapons had been moved elsewhere or placed in storage, their obstacles had
deteriorated, and they were overgrown with vegetation.

2

The Germans called this the ‘Leningrad Line’, but the defences were actually part of the Stalin Line border
defences. This will be dealt with in more detail in the forthcoming Fortress title The Stalin and Molotov Lines:
Soviet Western Defences 1926–41.
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Frontoviki rush to their ﬁghting
positions through a trench. Most
armies of the period had largely
abandoned the trench as the
primary ﬁghting position, but the
Red Army retained it. The ﬁghting
positions in this instance are log
covered and offset from the main
trench, a common characteristic
of Soviet trenches, as are the low,
wide parapets. (CMAF)

5

Soviet defensive doctrine
Soviet defensive doctrine was an amalgamation of the French-inﬂuenced tactics
of the Czarist period, and the lessons learned during the ill-fated battles around
Port Arthur in the 1904–05 Russo-Japanese War, trench warfare with the
Germans 1914–17, the Russian Revolution with its city ﬁghting and mobile
guerrilla warfare 1917–22, and the border ﬁghting with Poland in the 1920s. In
the 1930s the Red Army began a programme of modernization with a focus on
mechanization and the ability to attack deep into enemy lines. Marshal Mikhail
Tukhachevsky’s reforms, which called for deep operations by combined-arms
forces, began to be implemented in the early 1930s. Although he fell from
Stalin’s favour, his theories had far-reaching effects on the Red Army’s offensive
and defensive doctrine. The disastrous 1939–40 Winter War with Finland in itself
had little impact on defensive doctrine, but Marshal Semyon Timoshenko’s
reorganization of the army into smaller, more manageable units did in fact affect
defensive doctrine. Timoshenko also studied the doctrine and organization of
western armies and this too had its inﬂuence. He added more tanks and
reinstituted the traditional harsh discipline. This as much as anything stiffened
the army’s ability to defend successfully.
Soviet defensive doctrine had to take several factors into consideration. It
assumed that any enemy attacking the USSR, especially from the west, would do
so with superior forces; that the enemy would have to attack on a broad front
with the main attacks conducted at multiple points; and that the enemy’s lines
of communication would be extended and vulnerable. The Red Army would
be supported by internal lines of communication, but it was realized that they
too would be hampered by the excessive distances and limited rail and road
networks. The defence, which might not have to be established on all fronts, was
considered as only a temporary measure until the offensive could be commenced
to drive the enemy from Soviet territory. Other factors affected Soviet defensive
thought. Terrain could be ceded by frontline forces (which were heavily
mechanized and possessed a great deal of artillery) and they could withdraw into
the immense interior. This also gave the USSR time to ﬁeld additional forces
and produce war matériel, while also extending the enemy’s supply lines. And
then the enemy would have to contend with the effects of the Russian winter on
their troops, horses, and equipment – something the Germans did not consider

6

A frontoviki rapidly digs a hasty
riﬂeman’s ﬁghting position. Digging
from the prone position under
ﬁre was obviously a much slower
process than digging while kneeling.
(Author’s collection)
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The author dug this riﬂeman’s
hasty ﬁring position with an
entrenching tool in 10 minutes
to the dimensions prescribed in
the Soviet manual. The thickness
of the loose earth parapet would
be ineffective against riﬂe ﬁre. For
scale, the brick measures 9 x 19cm.
(Author’s collection)

adequately. The Germans assumed that both sides would cease major operations
until the following spring, ignoring the lessons learnt by the Swedes, French,
and the Germans themselves just 24 years earlier, or even what had recently
happened to the Soviets in Finland.
Red Army defensive doctrine stressed the following:
• The defence was to be ﬁrst and foremost an anti-tank one with all available
anti-tank riﬂes, anti-tank guns, artillery, mines, and hand-delivered anti-tank
weapons, and incorporating natural and manmade obstacles.
• Divisions and regiments would establish mobile reserves of anti-tank guns
and engineers to be employed in the direction of the enemy’s main attack.
• Infantry, anti-tank guns, and all artillery within range would make every
effort to defeat enemy armour in front of the main line of resistance (MLR).
• Each artillery battery would establish an observation post to detect and warn
of the approach of enemy armour. The artillery would be prepared to engage
enemy armour at direct-ﬁre ranges from 800m.
• Anti-tank guns and machine guns would provide the basic ﬁre system in
the defence.
Zones of engineer obstacles would be established as far as 12km forward of
the MLR at the order of division or corps/army3 commanders. Obstacles were
to be emplaced in such a pattern that they would not always be laid out parallel
with the MLR, but would mislead the enemy as to the MLR’s actual location
and orientation, so that the enemy would approach it obliquely, thus allowing
ﬂank shots by anti-tank guns.
An essential part of the defence was the establishment of combat outposts,
called the ‘security service’, forward of the MLR. Besides providing early warning
of the enemy’s approach and the ability to hamper his patrols, they served
to confuse him as to the actual location of the MLR. The outposts would be
sufﬁciently strong, armed with anti-tank guns, and supported by dedicated
artillery batteries from behind the MLR, which all served to confuse the enemy
into thinking that he was entering the MLR. The enemy would thus deploy into
slow-moving battle formations early, and expend artillery into unoccupied areas.
Outposts also had engineer detachments to emplace mines in the path of
advancing tanks, or on roads after the reconnaissance element had passed and
before the main attack force arrived. The outposts were detached from the riﬂe
3

At the beginning of the war Soviet armies possessed two to four corps, each with two to four divisions. In
1942 corps were generally disbanded and armies now directly controlled divisions, of which six to eight
were assigned to each army.
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The riﬂeman’s standing ﬁghting
position yielded sufﬁcient spoil
to build an all-round parapet.
The kneeling position was similar
in design. Note the individual
camouﬂage net and how the
riﬂeman pushes it upward with
his helmet to ﬁre. It would be
garnished with local vegetation.
(Author’s collection)

battalions manning the actual MLR. When
withdrawn, the outposts would fall back past
the frontline defenders and form counter-attack
‘shock groups’ or occupy secondary positions.
The shock groups would attack tanks with
anti-tank riﬂes, shaped-charge anti-tank hand
grenades (which only had a 15–20m throwing
range), incendiary bottles4 and demolition
charges; they would use smoke candles to blind
tank crews; and they would lay mines in their
paths. They also made extensive use of the large
numbers of captured German hand-emplaced
3kg magnetic hollow charges and (after 1943)
captured Panzerfausts. A small number of
changed-charge anti-tank riﬂe grenades were
employed, but these were relatively ineffective
and were withdrawn in 1942.
A division’s defensive troops were positioned
in depth throughout its assigned sector, with
multiple lines of defence, designated ‘ﬁre
sacks’ (sometimes called a ‘ﬁre trap’ or ‘anti-tank
area’), shock groups, and reserves. Fire sacks
were essentially ambush sites on routes that
armour might follow if they broke through
and continued into the rear area. They were
established on terrain that restricted tank
manoeuvre, for example forest roads, marshy
ground, stream crossings, causeways, within
villages, ravines, deﬁles, and so on. They were
covered by multiple anti-tank guns and were
backed up by the presence of shock groups.
Effective camouﬂage of the ﬁring positions was essential, and guns were
positioned to achieve ﬂank shots where possible. The order to open ﬁre was
given by the overall commander, as surprise was essential.
Multiple ﬁre sacks were planned ahead of enemy contact, but they were not
always manned. Anti-tank and artillery5 units (both towed and self-propelled)
were deliberately assigned more than one ﬁre sack, and would move to the
designated one once a breakthrough occurred. These were not small operations:
a two-battalion regiment would commonly be employed. Ideally two batteries
would be positioned on both sides of the route and another at the far end to
close off the enemy’s passage. The sixth battery was held in reserve, to be
committed if the enemy changed direction or managed to break out. Engineers
would emplace obstacles and mines to close off the ﬁre sack, and indirect artillery
ﬁre would be concentrated on it. It was realized that often the enemy would not
be destroyed in a ﬁre sack; however, it slowed him down and debilitated him
while the anti-tank reserve (Protivotankovyy Rezerv) was positioned.
Anti-tank strongpoints were established within regimental and divisional
sectors on terrain that was difﬁcult for armour to negotiate. The strongpoints
would be further protected by mines, manmade obstacles, and artillery. The
Soviets relied more on the effects artillery had on tanks than most armies.
Indirect artillery was usually considered none too effective against tanks, as the
chance of a direct hit was remote. Most armies employed artillery mainly to
separate enemy infantry from the tanks, thus allowing anti-tank guns and their
4

5

8

What the Soviets called ‘bottles with ﬂammable mixture’ were not referred to as Molotov cocktails, as it was
not ‘politically correct’ to make light of their leaders’ names.
In 1942 light artillery regiments and battalions, and anti-tank batteries of infantry and cavalry regiments
were re-designated ‘anti-tank artillery’ to emphasize their dual role.
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own infantry to engage the tanks unhindered – tanks without accompanying
infantry being extremely vulnerable to close-in attack. The Soviets counted on
large amounts of artillery, which included multiple rocket launchers, to separate
the infantry; to destroy or damage at least some tanks; to create craters, destroy
buildings, and fell trees – thus impeding the advance; to restrict the enemy’s
visibility with smoke and dust; and to cause confusion. A later requirement of
Soviet artillery design was for it to be capable of engaging armour; to accomplish
this, artillery weapons were provided with sufﬁcient traverse, direct lay sights,
and anti-tank ammunition. Anti-tank guns were required to ﬁre high-explosive
(HE) rounds for use against personnel and light fortiﬁcations; in fact, the 37mm
anti-tank guns were replaced with 45mm versions in order to provide a more
effective HE round.
The importance was stressed of camouﬂaging positions and obstacles,
including rear-area facilities. Positioning these on rear slopes or deep within
forests was a common practice. Dummy strongpoints and artillery positions
would be constructed in the division sector, with the aim of attracting the
attention of the enemy’s artillery and air attacks.
The Soviet division would launch counter-attacks with its infantry and antitank reserves, reposition artillery for direct ﬁre, and use sappers to create
obstacles and lay mineﬁelds in the path of an enemy breakthrough, if the
strongpoints and shock groups were unable to halt it. If enemy armour
managed to penetrate deep into Soviet positions then army-level reserves and
aircraft would be committed.
Soviet doctrine speciﬁed two kinds of defence. The (preferred) ‘centralized
defence’ was deployed to hold key approaches to critical positions employing
mutually supporting strongpoints. Secondary
approaches were covered by direct and
indirect ﬁre by massed artillery. A large
mobile reserve was held to contain or
counter-attack any breakthroughs, under
direction of the overall commander;
however, this was seldom available. Logistics
facilities were positioned centrally to support
the strongpoints and the reserve. The
‘decentralized defence’ was only employed
when insufﬁcient forces were available, in
extremely rugged terrain where defending
units were separated, or on secondary fronts
where major attacks were unlikely. The
defensive positions or strongpoints were
usually smaller and more numerous than in
the centralized defence. They had to be selfsupporting, and each contained its own
infantry, anti-tank guns, artillery, engineers,
logistical support, and a small reserve. Local
commanders had the latitude and authority
to execute counter-attacks. The overall
commander held only a small reserve. Rather
than employing one-third of the division’s
infantry units in reserve (that is, one of its
three regiments as was normal in the German
and Western Allied armies), the Soviets
usually maintained only one-ninth – a single
riﬂe battalion.
The porous decentralized defence had
little hope of holding out against large-scale
attacks. It was often considered necessary,
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The hasty anti-tank riﬂe position
was simply a widened riﬂeman’s
position. The bipod was buried
in the parapet. This weapon is a
single-shot 14.5mm PTRD-41.
(Author’s collection)
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An anti-tank ditch
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anti-personnel mines
light machinegun position at
ditch’s angle
covered trench

footpath
main ﬁghting trench
LMG
LMG

Light machine-gun
position at ditch’s angle
plan
view

An anti-tank ditch
Anti-tank ditches provided an effective, although
labour-intensive, means of halting or delaying enemy tanks.
However, they also provided cover to attacking enemy
infantry. Several methods were used to deny the enemy this
cover. The ditches were dug close to the forward ﬁghting
positions, allowing heavy and accurate ﬁre to be laid.
Mortar ﬁre was registered on the ditches. Barbed wire was
placed in front of the ditches and sometimes behind them.

Anti-personnel mines were sometimes placed inside or
before ditches along with booby traps. Light machine-gun
or riﬂe/submachine-gun positions were built into the
ditches’ sides at angles. To protect the blind-to-the-surface
positions inside the ditch, riﬂe positions were placed
forward of the main trench line. The ditches were also
covered by interlocking machine-gun ﬁre. Covered
trenches sometimes linked the ditch positions and
their forward covering positions to the main trenches.

Anti-tank riﬂe crews are shown
here taking up hasty positions. They
are armed with the semi-automatic
14.5mm PTRS-41. The shear bulk
and size of these weapons can be
appreciated in this photograph. The
assistant gunners are armed with
7.62mm PPSh-41 submachine guns,
but could be armed with riﬂes.
(Author’s collection)

though, because there were simply not enough troops available to defend the
many passes, gorges, ridges, and hills in a mountainous area, or to man
continuous lines in dense forests and swamps. At other times it was permitted
due to the paucity of German forces facing them in a particular area. Another
reason the centralized defence was preferred, especially early in the war, was
the lack of experience among small-unit commanders. They simply just did not
have the skills to manage all the attached support units necessary for a
decentralized defence.
It must be noted that while defensive positions were ﬁrst and foremost
established as anti-tank defences,6 defensive lines on terrain restrictive to
armour (forests, swamps, hills, and mountains) employed the same basic
principles. In such instances, fewer anti-tank weapons would be employed and
anti-tank obstacles emplaced only where necessary. Some anti-tank guns were
still employed, but mainly as anti-personnel weapons.
Even with relatively mobile reserves, mobile anti-tank artillery, large
mechanized units at the front, and an offensive doctrine calling for highly
mobile operations, the Red Army’s defensive doctrine relied on brute force and
was comparatively static. The concepts of mobile or elastic defence, as practised
by the Germans, did not exist. A mobile defence provided ﬂexibility and the
ability to move aside and conduct counter-attacks on the enemy’s exposed
ﬂanks. The lack of experience amongst Soviet commanders did not allow for
this. Additionally, riﬂe divisions lacked sufﬁcient transport to move infantry
units, support units, and their supplies to conduct a mobile defence, and nor
were there sufﬁcient tank and mechanized units backing the armies.
6

See Osprey Elite 124: World War II Infantry Anti-Tank Tactics.

© O sprey Publishing • www.ospreypublishing.com

11

Building and manning
the defences

A PTRD-41 anti-tank riﬂe
crew covers a road into their
unit’s position. The parapet is
constructed entirely of sods
of earth. An irregularly shaped
embrasure was less obvious
at longer ranges than a neat
square or rectangular one.
The section leader is equipped
with 6x B-6 binoculars. (RGAKFD)
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When the Germans launched Operation Barbarossa on June 22, 1941 the Red
Army was totally unprepared. Even though the Germans had underestimated the
strength of the defenders, the blitzkrieg steamrollered into Soviet territory with
unprecedented speed. Soviet tank formations were devastated, aircraft were
destroyed on the ground, and the leadership thrown into confusion and panic.
Soviet commanders, owing to a recent devastating purge, were not up to the
challenges facing them and overall troop training had been deﬁcient. Soviet
soldiers dropped their riﬂes and ran, surrendering and deserting by the hundreds
of thousands. Tanks, artillery, trucks, and supplies were abandoned. Drastic means
were resorted to in the effort to halt the ﬂight to the rear and restore the front.
Commanders were shot by commissars for withdrawing without authorization,
well-armed ‘barrage battalions’ were positioned behind ‘unstable’ divisions with
orders to shoot retreating troops, and penal units were formed of ‘soldiers and
sergeants who have broken discipline due to cowardice or instability’. These units
were deployed at the most difﬁcult sectors of the front, thus giving the soldiers an
opportunity to ‘redeem their crimes against the Motherland by blood’.
It was through such severe measures, as well as a combination of patriotism
and hatred for the invader, that the front was gradually stabilized. The Soviet
soldier developed a reputation for conducting a tenacious and stubborn defence.
He could disappear into the ground at a surprising speed, and mineﬁelds
and barbed-wire entanglements suddenly appeared where none had been the
day before. Captured German positions would be transformed overnight with the weight of the defence shifted
to the east side, and huge numbers of mines would be
laid rapidly on the avenues of approach. In one instance
it was reported that the Soviets laid 20,000 mines in one
day in front of a captured German position.
Dummy positions and obstacles were built to mislead
the enemy as to the strength and density of the defence,
as well as to attract artillery and air attack. Such positions
could be set among real frontline positions to make the
sector look more densely defended, to the rear of forward
positions to make the defence appear deeper, or even
forward of actual positions for the same reason, causing
the enemy to deploy early and thus slowing their attack.
To ensure realism a few troops and small numbers of
crew-served weapons were emplaced within dummy
strongpoints. Sometimes elements of reserve units
partly occupied decoy positions. The strength of manned
strongpoints would be varied to mislead the enemy, with
troops and crew-served weapons shifted between them
and the day and night ‘shifts’ changed.
Positions were well camouﬂaged. Peasants and other
locals excelled at making them appear natural and
blending them into the surrounding terrain, whereas
conscripted city soldiers were less able in this area.
Obstacles and positions were often emplaced on reverse
slopes to conceal them from ground observation, and to
silhouette the attacker against the sky as he crested the
high ground.
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The Soviet soldier was renowned for withholding ﬁre until the Germans
were within effective range. The original doctrine called for weapons to engage
the advancing enemy at their maximum range. However, it was found to be
more effective to ‘ambush’ him with a surprise burst of ﬁre from all weapons
within optimum range and from multiple directions. Reserve (alternative)
ﬁring positions were prepared for all crew-served weapons, not only for
occupation when the primary position became untenable, but to mislead the
enemy as to the location and numbers of weapons by constantly shifting
positions. Supplementary positions were prepared to allow weapons to cover
other sectors, such as the ﬂanks and rear. Weapons could also be repositioned
to cover the gaps between strongpoints.
Prior to 1941, Red Army units had undertaken little training in the
construction of ﬁeld fortiﬁcations and obstacles, and there were few soldiers, even
among ofﬁcers, with experience in engineering and construction. They had to
learn construction skills in the midst of the unrelenting German invasion.
Engineering committees were established and studies made at the front, and new
manuals were issued in 1942 and 1943 on fortiﬁcations, obstacles, and
camouﬂage. These were largely updates of 1930s manuals, but incorporated recent
lessons learned. Regardless of fortiﬁcation and obstacle designs speciﬁed in
manuals, actual practices in the ﬁeld often differed owing to terrain and weather
conditions, available materials and tools, the tactical situation, personal
preferences, and battleﬁeld experience or the lack of it. In short, there was a great
deal of improvisation.

The hasty two-man light machine-gun
position was usually emplaced in the
centre of the riﬂe section’s position,
although some sections possessed
two 7.62mm DP machine guns.
(Author’s collection)
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Establishing the defence
The division was the main echelon around which the defence was based.
It contained all the necessary assets: infantry, artillery, anti-tank, engineers,
signals, and logistics. It could be augmented by other units, especially anti-tank
and artillery, from army level. At the beginning of the war, the average width
of a riﬂe division’s defensive sector was 8–12km, with a depth of 4–6km. In
sectors assessed as the most likely for the enemy main attack, divisions would
be assigned narrower frontages and would establish more in-depth defences.
Conversely, divisions in less threatened sectors would defend fronts three times
wider than was normal (see Table 1 below). They would also receive additional
support beyond what those in less likely attack sectors would be given. Due to
this ‘prediction of attack’, it has been said that 80 per cent of the available
Soviet forces defended 10 per cent of the front.
The Soviets defended the ground they took. They did not give up seized
areas to ‘dress up’ the lines, nor did they withdraw and deny such areas to the
enemy using ﬁre only. A unit was assigned an area to defend based on terrain,
enemy forces, unit capabilities, reinforcing units, and availability of reserves
and supporting ﬁre. Because of these factors infantry unit frontages varied
greatly. Table 1 indicates the prescribed defensive frontages and depths; they
were slightly wider in the pre-war regulations.

Table 1: Prescribed Soviet defensive frontages and depths
Echelon
Section (squad)
Platoon
Company
Battalion
Regiment
Division

14

Frontage

Depth

40–50m
300m
700m
1–2km
3–4km
6–10km

35–45m
250m
700m
1.5–2km
2–4km
4–6km

The division would ideally establish an ‘outpost line’ as far as 9–17km from
the MLR, but it could be closer due to the proximity of German positions.
There were instances, though, when the outpost line could be established
further out, for example when a new defensive line had been established in
preparation for a major withdrawal from more forward positions.
Next came the ‘security line’, 1–2km forward of the MLR. It provided early
warning of enemy approach and anti-reconnaissance screening. The personnel
manning this line were from the reserve companies of the division’s forward
battalions. They would be deployed in small strongpoints and outposts,
sometimes heavily armed with anti-tank weapons and supported by artillery
and mortar ﬁre. It was common for strongly manned outposts and strongpoints
to be forward of dummy positions while weaker outposts were in front of the
main positions.
The MLR was tasked with halting the enemy’s attack. Units were not to
withdraw unless ordered, which was seldom the case. It was preferred that units
be destroyed, as this would inﬂict greater losses of manpower, equipment, and
time on the enemy. Counter-attacks and blocking positions would deal with
any enemy breakthroughs. Typically two riﬂe regiments were employed
forward, with one to the rear in the form of a second line of defence as opposed
to a reserve. The divisional mobile reserve, though, was often drawn from this
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second-line regiment. Besides the mobile reserve (if established), there was also
an anti-tank reserve.
The regimental sectors contained a varied number of mutually supporting
strongpoints capable of all-around defence. The strongpoints could be manned
by full battalions, two companies, or a single company. They were emplaced
in depth and there might be smaller company and platoon strongpoints and
outposts protecting the approaches to the main strongpoints. The organization
of strongpoints and defensive positions was prescribed as follows:
• Positions should be established in depth.
• Each defensive position and its internal parts should be capable
of all-round defence.
• The defence should be supported by planned counter-attacks.
• The ﬁre plan should be designed to provide ﬁre sacks in sectors subject
to attack.
The Soviets were ﬁrm believers in the strongpoint. It was found early in the war
that anti-tank guns scattered along a thin defensive line to cover a wide frontage
did not work. A thin defensive line could be penetrated at any point, with the
enemy rushing through the gap into the rear areas to destroy command posts,
communications centres, artillery, reserves, and logistics facilities. Providing
depth to the defence was essential, and self-contained strongpoints with concentrations of anti-tank guns and emplaced in depth through the defence zone,
including multiple strongpoints on the main roads of advance, were much more
effective. In 1941 anti-tank defences typically had a depth of only 2–3km. By the
time of Kursk in July 1943 the depth had increased to 8–12km.
Strongpoints were heavily protected by manmade defences blended into
natural obstacles such as dense forests, swamps, marshes, streams, deep mud, large
rocks, gullies, steep slopes, railway embankments and cuts, and so on. Anti-tank
mines would be laid on routes of armour approach with anti-personnel mines
dotted among them to hamper clearing efforts. The areas between strongpoints
were connected by anti-tank and anti-personnel obstacles and mines, and were
covered by outposts, patrols, and ﬁre. All obstacles were covered by pre-planned
artillery and mortar concentrations, as well as by riﬂe, machine-gun, and anti-tank
ﬁre. Obstacles, especially those protecting the rear of strongpoints, were to have
gaps in them to allow Soviet counter-attack forces through. These gaps were
covered by machine-gun and mortar ﬁre, and could be closed by quickly laid
mines (i.e. laid above ground, preferably among brush and high grass). The rear

A 7.62mm DP light machine-gun
crew mans a hasty two-man
position, having recently won an
occupancy dispute. Normally the
assistant gunner was to the gunner’s
right. An anti-tank riﬂe crew mans
a more advanced position. It was
common for frontline positions
to be scattered so irregularly.
(RGAKFD)
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This hasty 7.62mm
SPM-10 heavy machine-gun
position has extra camouﬂage
materials on the parapet in front
of the gun, as the muzzle blast
would raise considerable dust.
It would have to be frequently
replaced, as the blast would blow
this away. (Author’s collection)

ABOVE LEFT

ABOVE RIGHT This heavy machine-gun
position offers good protection,
and probably yielded more spoil
than depicted here to extend the
parapet around the sides. This same
type of position was used for the
50mm mortar. (Author’s collection)
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areas of strongpoints often had only a few scattered ﬁghting positions, rather than
being fully defended. If the strongpoint was overrun this prevented the enemy
from rapidly preparing a dug-in defence to meet the inevitable counter-attack.
Once the enemy overran a strongpoint, artillery and mortar barrages would
immediately be ordered, and lifted only when the counter-attack was driven
home. The idea was to inﬂict casualties on the exposed enemy, prevent him from
reorganizing and redistributing ammunition, and hamper his digging in.
Strongpoints varied greatly; their form depended on the terrain (including
that of the approaches), the assessed size of the enemy force, the available
time and construction materials, the weather conditions, and the available
supporting weapons.
By 1943 a typical battalion strongpoint found in the battle of Kursk7 included
four to eight 45mm anti-tank guns, nine to twelve 14.5mm anti-tank riﬂes, two
to four 82mm mortars, and possibly two to four dug-in, self-propelled guns or
tanks. The battalion would be augmented by a sapper platoon with demolition
explosives and mines. Within the battalion strongpoint would be company
strongpoints with three or four 45mm anti-tank guns, two or three anti-tank
riﬂes, a sapper section, a submachine gun section, plus tank-destroying shock
groups with Molotov cocktails and demolition charges.
Countless kilometres of anti-tank ditches were dug, often by impressed
civilians. These could be many kilometres in length and in multiple lines (as
per the three- and four-tier anti-tank ditch network west of Stalingrad – today
known as Volgograd). Ditches 3–4m deep and 4–6m wide were common. When
multiple lines of ditches were dug, lateral connecting ditches were dug to
compartmentalize the network. Removed earth was usually piled in front of antitank ditches, in effect making them deeper and steeper. Ditches were often dug
on forward slopes of ridges and gently rising ground to gain advantage of upward
inclines. Along fordable rivers and streams the Soviet-side shore embankment
7

For a full account of this battle, see Osprey Campaign 16: Kursk 1943.
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was cut back to create a vertical barrier. While ﬁghting
trenches followed terrain contours and avoided geometric
patterns, anti-tank ditches were distinctly angular. Riﬂe,
machine-gun, or anti-tank positions were often dug into
the angled turns of anti-tank ditches to provide enﬁlading
ﬁre down their length. Since German infantry would use
anti-tank ditches for cover and as attack jump-off lines,
it was found to be better to locate ditches closer to the
MLR in order to provide more effective aimed ﬁre when
they emerged to attack. The ditches were also mined
and booby-trapped, strung with barbed wire inside and
on the forward edge (and sometimes to their rear), and
had mortars registered on them. Streams were sometimes
dammed in low areas to create ﬂooded areas 100m or
more across and 1–3m deep. Even if shallow, the saturated
ground bogged down tanks and slowed enemy infantry.
Regardless of the unique aspects of any given front, its
terrain, and the circumstances of the defenders (which
would all affect the form of any defensive works), at the
unit level (deﬁned by the Soviets as regimental level and
below) common principles for the establishment and
conduct of the defence were employed down to section
(or squad) level.
High ground was of course desirable for defensive
positions as it provided longer ﬁelds of observation and
ﬁre, and made it harder for the enemy to ﬁght his way
uphill. Even an elevation of a couple of metres was an
advantage. Caution had to be exercised though: placing defensive positions on
the geographic crest was undesirable as it silhouetted positions against the sky
and made them easy to target via map reconnaissance. Positions were placed on
the forward slope of a hill or ridge on the ‘military crest’ (one- to two-thirds of
the way up the slope). Care had to be used when selecting the exact line and how
high up the slope they were placed. If located too high some positions might still
be silhouetted against the sky by an observer at the base of the hill. Whether the
forward slope was concave (curving inward) or convex (curving outward) was
important. On a (seldom regularly) convex slope, if the positions were too high
a blind spot or ‘dead ground’ was created that could not be observed or ﬁred into.
The same considerations applied to the location of reverse-slope defences. A
convex reverse slope might deny observation of the geographic crest from
positions lower down the reverse slope. This would handicap the defender since
one of the beneﬁts of a reverse slope defence was the ability to ﬁre on attackers
as they were silhouetted passing over the crest.
The enemy had to be destroyed before his attack developed too far, or at least
forced to withdraw or dig in. This was accomplished by concentrating all
available weapons on the enemy along his routes of possible attack, before he
reached the MLR. If the enemy managed to gain a foothold in a strongpoint or
on favourable terrain from which he could launch further attacks, it was essential
that he be driven out or destroyed as soon as possible. Heavy ﬁre would be placed
on these positions and counter-attacks launched immediately, even if the force
was insufﬁcient to carry the enemy foothold. The idea was to keep the enemy off
balance, and hamper his reorganization and consolidation. There was also the
chance that the attackers might be in worse shape than thought and could
be defeated.
The Germans would typically launch their main attacks along main roads, but
did not necessarily keep to the roads while advancing; once engaged, they would
deploy to the ﬂanks. Having overrun a Soviet position and broken through,
at least part of the force would continue on the road, if a lack of resistance
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The water jacket on the heavy
machine gun was easily punctured
by fragments. Additional space was
dug into the rear to place the gun
inside the position. To reduce dust
raised by muzzle blast, a common
practice was for the crew to urinate
on the parapet. (Author’s collection)
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This light machine-gun position
has a ﬁring platform revetted with
vertical posts. The embrasure has
two ports, due to the need to
support the sod-and-plank head
protection. This is a DT, the tank
machine-gun version of the DP
modiﬁed for infantry use. Note a
board is provided to support the
bipod. (RGAKFD)
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permitted, in order to increase the speed of penetration. For this reason the
Soviets emplaced anti-tank strongpoints, and even individual anti-tank guns and
dug-in self-propelled guns, adjacent to such avenues in depth.
Effective employment of the different weapons organic to an infantry
regiment required a great deal of experience – something often lacking among
Soviet infantry commanders early in the war. Those who survived the Germans,
their political ofﬁcers, and NKVD barrage battalions became proﬁcient at
recognizing the different capabilities and limitations of each type of supporting
weapon, such as light and heavy machine guns, anti-tank riﬂes, anti-tank guns,
mortars, regimental guns, supporting artillery, and anti-aircraft guns employed
in the ground role.
Light anti-tank guns (37mm and 45mm) were positioned well forward, but
not beyond the infantry frontline, with progressively larger-calibre guns (45mm,
76mm, and 85mm) in subsequent lines. Large-calibre guns could be positioned
forward to cover key avenues when deemed necessary. Anti-tank guns were
covered by infantry and anti-tank riﬂes. Anti-tank riﬂes were positioned in pairs
or larger groups within 50m of each other. Sometimes anti-tank guns were
positioned 100–150m apart along the front, but more often they were positioned
in groups; for example, four guns could be positioned in a diamond pattern to
provide all-round ﬁre. The interval between the guns varied depending on the
terrain and vegetation density. Camouﬂage and alternative positions (‘reserve
positions’) were greatly emphasized, and ﬁre was held until tanks were at least
within 600m to avoid prematurely revealing positions. Anti-tank guns and
artillery were expected to ﬁre until overrun. The destruction of large numbers of
tanks was considered a successful defence even if the guns were lost. The Soviets
were strong proponents of mathematical calculations to forecast military actions
and unit capabilities. It was calculated that a 76mm ﬁeld gun, often employed in
the anti-tank role, required an average of six rounds to knock out a tank, and that
it would destroy two or three tanks before it was itself destroyed. A 45mm gun
required 12 rounds to destroy a tank and would knock out one or two before it
was lost. The 6 to 12 rounds needed to knock out a tank were not all necessarily
ﬁred at the same tank, as this ﬁgure included rounds that were ﬁred at other
tanks, or missed, or were deﬂected.
Anti-tank riﬂes were highly thought of by the Red Army, even though most
armed forces considered them obsolete by 1940/41, and few remained in use
in any theatre from 1943. Besides lacking penetration (due to improvements in
armour), anti-tank riﬂes were heavy, awkward, and punished the gunner with
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a hard recoil. The single-shot PTRD-41 and semi-automatic PTRS-41 weighed
around 40lb., and were over 6ft long. The Soviets enjoyed a greater degree of
success with anti-tank riﬂes, as these were of larger calibre than most (14.5mm =
.57-cal.), used a tungsten carbide-cored incendiary bullet, and were employed
in large numbers. Indeed, the Soviets retained them throughout the war, and
with some success. Most countries allocated anti-tank riﬂes on the basis of one
per riﬂe platoon. The Soviets issued them in larger numbers: 27 in the regimental
anti-tank company, a company of 16 in the battalion (later reduced to a platoon
of nine), and a battalion of 36 in the division. Headquarters, artillery, and other
support units were also issued anti-tank riﬂes for self-defence. Their tactics
emphasized manoeuvring them to obtain ﬂank and rear shots, and employing
them in groups to engage tanks from different directions; for example, it was
recommended that 10 anti-tank riﬂes be employed to engage a German platoon
of four or ﬁve tanks.
While Soviet doctrine emphasized the role of armour as a deep-striking
manoeuvre force, some self-propelled guns and tanks were dug in. This was
especially true of the SU-76 Suchka (‘Little Bitch’) 76mm self-propelled gun.
Only a small number of the early model SU-76s were built. They had a fully
enclosed gun compartment, but were notoriously unreliable. Huge numbers of
SU-76Ms were built from 1943. They had an open-topped gun compartment,
often with an open rear, light armour, and no defensive machine guns. The open
compartments made them vulnerable to grenades, small arms, and air bursts.
However, the open compartment did reduce casualties from Panzerfaust hits, as
it relieved blast over-pressure. Other self-propelled guns (the SU-85, SU-100,
SU/ISU-122, and SU/ISU-152) were employed in a similar manner. Owing to the
SU-76’s vulnerability it was not uncommon for it and other self-propelled guns
to be dug in to cover roads. Multiple positions were prepared along roads for
surviving guns to fall back to. This way their mobility was put to good use in
situations where towed anti-tank guns would be easily overrun. The doctrinal
mission of self-propelled artillery in the defence was to constitute the mobile ﬁre
reserve, which would support the infantry and tank counter-attack. They could
also be part of the anti-tank reserve.
There were actually two kinds of dug-in positions for self-propelled guns and
tanks. A ﬁring position in which the AFV was in hull deﬁlade allowed the turret
to be rotated, if applicable, and the main gun ﬁred; it required the AFV to reverse
out, as the front and sides were protected by a parapet and the pit’s depth.
The other position was a deeper, sloped pit into which the AFV was reversed
to provide a turret deﬁlade that protected
it from artillery and helped conceal it from
air observation. It had to be camouﬂaged to
achieve this purpose.
The Red Army artillery was tasked with
destroying or neutralizing enemy forces that
were encircled, or were attacking defensive
positions. It was employed on a massive
scale, in numbers and weight far exceeding
that used by the World War I western Allies.
Soviet artillery had lost many pieces in the
war’s early days, but in some ways this
proved beneﬁcial as they were replaced by
more modern examples. Due to a lack of
experienced artillery ofﬁcers and surveying
equipment, and poor communication and
target acquisition methods, artillery units
were placed under centralized control in
large formations. The riﬂe division’s modest
artillery regiment was heavily reinforced with
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This heavy machine-gun position
is elaborately constructed with
a plank gun platform, and
tongue-and-groove notched
logs. A lattice-work of vines
covers the embrasure, to support
camouﬂage and deﬂect grenades
and demolition charges. (CMAF)
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This is an example of a cut-and-ﬁll
machine-gun position dug into
a railway (right) or road (left)
embankment. In the example to the
left, two layers of rocks have been
added as shell-burster protection.
(Author’s collection)
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army-level units, including artillery
divisions. Such a division could have 12
regiments of light, medium, and heavy
artillery and heavy mortars. There were
also signiﬁcant numbers of independent
regiments and battalions. Besides conventional towed artillery, to which the
Soviets allotted a great many tractors
and trucks as prime movers, there were
anti-tank artillery and multiple-rocket
launcher units. There were situations in
which 200–300 artillery pieces and
mortars were available per kilometre
of front.
Camouﬂage efforts and all-round
local security was continuous during the
development of defensive positions.
The camouﬂaging of rear-area facilities, especially artillery positions, command
posts, communications centres, and supply dumps, was given special attention
because of the initial air threat. Despite the Soviets gaining gradual control of
the air, nonetheless they continued to take precautions as the Germans were
not driven completely from the sky. Great pains were taken to camouﬂage supply
routes near the front from the eyes of German artillery observers. The routes were
screened to conceal vehicle and troop movements, and dummy supply dumps
and facilities were widely constructed in the rear areas.
The Soviets employed a wide variety of anti-personnel and anti-tank
obstacles. In an effort to conceal them, the obstacles would be emplaced along
natural contour lines, on low ground, on reverse slopes, along the edges of
ﬁelds, and among brush and high grass. Anti-tank ditches, especially the long,
multiple-line systems, which were commonly dug into forward slopes, were
impossible to conceal, but the knowledge of their presence often forced the
Germans to attack on other routes, which, if properly planned, would be more
heavily defended. Terrain was important in that swamps, marshes, forests,
rivers, streams, gullies, ravines, broken and rocky ground slowed or halted
armour. While the Soviets realized the importance of placing obstacles,
including mineﬁelds, under observation and ﬁre, there were frequent incidents
where this was deliberately not done. Anti-tank and anti-personnel mines and
booby traps were often emplaced on the approaches to and among obstacles.
The Soviets used metallic mines as other armies, but they also made extensive
use of wooden ones, which were impossible for the Germans to detect with
mine detectors. The Soviets also had a ﬁxed ﬂamethrower (FOG) that could be
electronically ﬁred from a distance to cover obstacles.
While large numbers of Soviet troops surrendered, others sometimes held out
in well-prepared strongpoints. The Soviet soldier’s physical and mental toughness
contributed to his ability to resist. To the Germans they were seemingly immune
to suffering, hunger, thirst, and the climate. The Germans used tanks, assault
guns, anti-tank guns, and artillery wheeled up to point-blank range and ﬁring
over open sights to blast apart heavily constructed bunkers. Pioneer troops
employed ﬂamethrowers and demolition changes, including container (satchel)
charges, pole charges (charges ﬁxed to the end of a pole allowing them to be
placed high against walls or shoved through embrasures), extended charges
(charges placed end-to-end on long planks and pushed under barbed wire),
and shaped-charges to make holes in concrete fortiﬁcations. They used smoke
grenades and candles to blind the fortiﬁcations as they closed in. The Germans
did not like this close-in ﬁghting, but it was the only way to root the Russians out
of their holes. It was even worse in the forests and swamps, to say nothing of what
it was like in the rubble of cities.
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Defensive firepower
The Soviet riﬂe division, the main formation on which the defence was based,
changed much during the course of the war in regard to strength, structure, and
allocations of weapons. The USSR began the war with a traditionally structured
division as found in many European armies, that is, large and cumbersome.
Several tables of organization were in use at any one time, as existing divisions
often retained their organization while newly raised divisions were organized
under new tables. For this reason only a cursory examination of basic divisional
structure can be provided here.
The riﬂe division consisted of a headquarters; three riﬂe regiments; an artillery
regiment; machine-gun, anti-tank, engineer, signal and medical battalions;
reconnaissance, chemical defence and motor transport (supply unit) companies;
and an anti-aircraft battery.
The early divisions were cumbersome in that they had too many organic
supporting weapons units. Many of these were reassigned to higher echelons in
order to streamline the divisions and to provide for a more agile and manageable
formation for inexperienced commanders. The divisions were fairly well
balanced in the mix of supporting weapons, though generally they were
deﬁcient in mortars and in some cases machine guns. Anti-tank guns were too
light, but this was a common deﬁciency in all armies of the period; the
abundance of anti-tank riﬂes was an attempt to compensate for this. Artillery was
of comparatively light calibre, and both truck and horse-drawn wagon transport
was very limited. At full strength a division had up to 200 trucks and specialized
vehicles and 1,700 horses. Most artillery was horse-drawn. While trucks were

Impressed civilians complete a heavy
machine-gun bunker. Camouﬂaging
sod is being laid on the bunker’s
roof. While the bunker is large, note
the small size of the rock-faced
embrasure. Civilians were directed
by engineer ofﬁcers. (RGAKFD)
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Table 2: Soviet rifle regiment, December 1942
Regimental HQ
HQ Platoon
Anti-aircraft Platoon
Horse Reconnaissance Platoon
Foot Reconnaissance Platoon
Sapper Platoon
Chemical Defence Platoon
Rifle Battalion (x 3)
Battalion HQ
Signal Platoon
Rifle Company (x 3)
Machine Gun Company
Mortar Company
Anti-tank Gun Platoon
Anti-tank Rifle Platoon
Medical Platoon
Battalion Trains

3 x 12.7mm MGs

12 x LMGs, 1 x HMG,
2 x 50mm mortars
9 x HMGs
9 x 82mm mortars
2 x 45mm AT guns
3 x AT rifles

Submachine Gun Company
Regimental Gun Battery
Mortar Battery
Anti-tank Gun Battery
Anti-tank Rifle Battery
Signal Company
Transport Company
Medical Company
Veterinary Hospital
Weapons Repair Workshop
Regimental Trains

4 x 76mm guns
7 x 120mm mortars
6 x 45mm AT guns
27 x AT rifles

provided to tow anti-tank guns and other heavy weapons, there were only
enough to tow the guns and none available for ammunition reserves, unit
equipment, headquarters personnel, and supplies within an anti-tank unit.
Organic logistics support was minimal with the division relying heavily on armylevel support.
As with the division the riﬂe regiment varied in structure, personnel and
weapons allocation over time. In most armies the infantry regiment consisted
of three battalions, usually with three riﬂe and a weapons company with heavy
machine guns and mortars, a regimental anti-tank company and perhaps an
infantry gun or light artillery company, and possibly a service company. The
Soviet riﬂe regiment was in effect a miniature division replicating support and
service units found at division level. Rather than three supporting regimental
companies, the Soviet regiment had up to eight such companies and additional
smaller support units. While giving the regiment signiﬁcant additional
capabilities, it was difﬁcult for inexperienced commanders to control and its
logistical requirements were increased. The December 1942 riﬂe regiment is
provided in Table 2 as an example.
The riﬂe battalions also possessed signiﬁcant support units and heavy
weapons. The Soviet battalion had nine medium mortars (whereas most
battalions of the period possessed four or six). Even though there were anti-tank

Types of obstacles
Anti-tank ditches
Anti-tank walls (concrete and stone)
Rail and timber barricades
Log and stake barricades
Interlocking felled trees (abatis)
Steel hedgehogs (three railway rails or I-beams)
Log hedgehogs (three logs wrapped with barbed wire)
Elongated rocks planted vertically in rows
Concrete blocks set in rows
Single- and double-apron barbed wire fences
Tanglefoot barbed wire obstacles
Spanish rider (barbed wire-wrapped portable wood
frame barrier, a.k.a. kniferest, chevaux de fries)
Sharpened stakes driven in at an angle
Flooded areas (dammed streams)

22

© O sprey Publishing • www.ospreypublishing.com

riﬂes and guns at regimental level, the battalions possessed a small number for
their own use in case the regimental weapons were being used to support other
battalions. The regiment’s mortars, eighteen 50mm, twenty-seven 82mm, seven
120mm, plus four 76mm regimental guns provided a great deal of indirect
ﬁre support, a valuable asset in the defence. Its 36 anti-tank riﬂes and twelve
45mm anti-tank guns were also adequate, and the regiment would probably
have additional anti-tank riﬂes and guns attached from division. Typically a
platoon each of heavy machine guns and 82mm mortars, each platoon having
three weapons, were attached in support of a riﬂe company, but they could just
as likely be allocated to companies on an uneven basis depending on the expected
enemy avenues of approach. This abundance of supporting weapons at company,
battalion, and regimental levels was ideal for the strongpoint defence as it meant
ample weapons were available to arm numerous strongpoints.
Riﬂe companies were organized into a small headquarters, a medical section,
three riﬂe platoons, a mortar platoon with three 50mm mortar sections, and a
single heavy machine-gun section with a water-cooled 7.62mm SPM-10 Maxim
or air-cooled SG-43 machine gun (often not provided).
The riﬂe platoon had a four-man headquarters and four nine-man riﬂe
sections (squads). Earlier 11-man sections were ﬁelded. There were two heavy
sections with two light machine guns and two light sections with one gun.
With losses, platoons might ﬁeld three or even two sections with the remaining
machine guns more or less evenly allocated between them. Owing to shortages
there might be only one machine gun per section. The standard riﬂe was the
bolt-action 7.62mm Mosin-Nagant M-1891/30. The semi-automatic 7.62mm
Tokarev SVT-40 had been ofﬁcially adopted as the standard shoulder weapon,
but they were few in number. A small number of early units were armed with
it; a few were sometimes issued to riﬂe platoons alongside bolt-actions. The
section leader was usually armed with a 7.62mm pistol-calibre PPSh-41 or PPS43 submachine gun, nicknamed the ‘balalaika’. The standard light machine
guns were the 7.62mm Degtyarev DP and DPM (from 1944), fed by a 47-round
pan magazine from which got its nickname of ‘the record-player’ (proigrivatel’).
Two divisional units important to the defence were the machine-gun and
anti-tank battalions. The machine-gun battalion had three companies each
with nine SPM-10 Maxims plus an anti-tank riﬂe company with 12 riﬂes
for close-in defence of the machine guns. The anti-tank battalion had three

This heavily constructed machinegun bunker is built of logs, covered
with earth, and topped with a layer
of rocks. The exposed rock covering
and large-plank embrasure make it
conspicuous. (RGAKFD)
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An example of a prefabricated,
reinforced concrete, one-man
ﬁghting position. There was no
standard design, and could be
of varying shape and sizes. Some
only had a frontal portion. Similar
‘mini-bunkers’ were also made for
machine guns. (US Army)

batteries of four 45mm anti-tank guns. These began to be replaced by 57mm
guns in late 1943. The heavy machine guns reinforced strongpoints and the
anti-tank guns were emplaced in depth through the divisional sector.
Although changes were made during the war, a division artillery regiment
normally had three artillery battalions with 76mm guns and 122mm howitzers.
This was considerably lighter than its German counterpart, which had three
battalions of twelve 10.5cm howitzers and a fourth with twelve 15cm howitzers
and four 10cm guns. In 1941 divisional artillery regiments had only two
battalions, each with eight 76mm guns and four 122mm howitzers. In early
1942 a third battalion was added, but with only one each of 76mm and
122mm batteries. The anti-aircraft battery had six 37mm guns. Divisions,
though, would often be heavily reinforced with non-divisional artillery and
mortar regiments including Katyusha multiple-rocket launcher units.
The Red Army also organized riﬂe brigades beginning in 1941 in an effort
to speed up the ﬁelding of units. Brigades could be raised and deployed faster
than complete divisions. These brigades comprised three riﬂe, two mortar
(light/medium, heavy), artillery (76mm), anti-tank, and signal battalions plus
reconnaissance, submachine gun, sapper, transport, and medical companies.
While possessing a great deal of ﬁrepower, they were weak in riﬂemen. Some 250
brigades were raised by the end of 1942, after which no more were organized.
Most were rolled into divisions in 1943. In a strongpoint defence the brigade
could only hold a narrow frontage, not much more than a regiment, but with all
the available ﬁrepower the strongpoints would be extremely well armed and an
in-depth defence easily established.
Soviet artillery ranges
This listing provides the ranges of the most common artillery pieces. Large-calibre mortars were considered artillery.
While newer models of a given calibre were ﬁelded, older models remained in use, some to the war’s end. The 76mm ﬁeld guns
and 122mm howitzer were the standard divisional artillery. (All ‘76mm’ weapons were actually 76.2mm.)
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Artillery/mortar
76mm F-22 ﬁeld gun (1936)
76mm F-22 USV ﬁeld gun (1939)
76mm ViS-3 ﬁeld gun (1942)
76mm M-27/39 regimental gun (1939)
76mm M-43 regimental gun (1943)
107mm M-60 gun (1940)
120mm HM-38 mortar (1938)
122mm M-30 howitzer (1938)

Range
4,200m
4,200m
13,300m
3,000m
4,200m
17,500m
6,000m
11,800m

Artillery/mortar
122mm A-19 gun (1937)
152mm M-10 howitzer (1938)
152mm D-1 howitzer (1943)
152mm ML-20 gun-howitzer (1937)
152mm BR-2 gun (1935)
160mm MT-13 mortar (1943)
203mm B-4 howitzer (1931)
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Range
20,500m
12,400m
12,400m
17,200m
27,000m
5,100m
16,000m
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