
Grand Campaign – Der Weltkrieg – Centenary Game 

GT140: 28 – 31 March 1916 (March 7) 

General Situation 

So far, in 1916, the fighting on the Western Front had been episodic and German attacks had been 

short lived. With the news of the German attack near Verdun, the question was asked whether this 

was another brief test of the Allied lines or whether this was the start of something more serious. 

 

The Verdun attack came at a time of increasing Allied confidence. The Tsar had seemingly faced 

down his political opponents and the Russian Army was moving forwards again as was demonstrated 

by the recovery of Riga on 30 March. There had also been forward progress in the Balkans, Sinai and 

the Caucasus recently. In short the Entente was starting to seize the initiative again but the Verdun 

attacks placed this in doubt. 

 

The Western Front 

 

 
Figure 1: Western Front, March 1916, showing German attacks. 

The German 17
th

 and 4
th

 Armies began a short bombardment against the French lines covering 

Verdun on 28 March. These German Armies had been reinforced by units transferred from Flanders. 



Infantry assaults swiftly followed the shelling. The Germans had accumulated more raw combat 

power on a short front than had been seen anywhere else in the war so far. 

 

The French line north of Verdun was by no means weak. The French 4
th

 Army had five Divisions in 

the area under attack, well entrenched, and taking advantage of all the protections offered by the 

broken ground that characterised the countryside. The sector which received the brunt of the 

German efforts was that of the strong French VI Corps which suffered losses amounting to almost a 

third of its strength in the period 28 – 31 March and yet on 31 March it was told that it must hold its 

positions for at least three more days due to delays in the release of reserves. Joffre was hedging his 

bets not convinced this was a major German effort. 

 

The French certainly fought hard during this period and they were assisted by the cautious advance 

of the German infantry. The Germans had clearly hoped to smash the French defences with the 

weight of their artillery but there were complaints from the front line that although the field artillery 

had been excellent the need for heavy calibre weapons was greater than ever and inevitably there 

were not enough. In a battle as complex as this there were several false starts and mistimed attacks, 

some of which suffered a bad outcome. The Germans committed as many as eighteen Infantry 

Divisions to the offensive in the four last days of the month. About two thirds of these saw 

significant action and reported over a thousand casualties. 

 

By the end of March, the Germans had only inched a few hundred metres
1
 towards Verdun and 

some French reserves were starting to arrive. However, for all the violence and losses the German 

concentration around Verdun remained intact. German infantry crouching in their trenches or 

spread out in shell fields waited for their orders on the evening of 31 March anticipating that they 

would be asked to push their advantage.   

 

The Italian Front 

Both the Army of Tyrol and the Austro-Hungarian 8
th

 Army reported that enemy activity was very 

slight in the last week of March. The threat to Lavarone (6-4.2218) was still felt but nothing had 

come of it yet. 

 

The Eastern Front 

 

The forward movement of the Russian Armies had gathered some momentum. As noted above, Riga 

was reoccupied on 30 March after the Latvian militias
2
 were disarmed there. 

 

Despite this failure of the German sponsored militia at Riga, elsewhere the performance of these 

volunteer-allies was more mixed. In fact it would be proper to mention that by the end of March, the 

Russians had mostly come to a halt east of the lines defended by the Baltic nationals and the Poles 

whose main positions ran from the Dvina down to Grodno. The Poles also held territories further 

east covering the approaches to Bialystok and Brest-Litovsk from the north. In one or two places, 

Russian cavalry had raided the lines held by the militias but this did not endanger the integrity of the 

screen as a whole. 

 

In truth, even against the weakest opposition, the Russian forces north of the Pripet Marshes 

needed more time to prepare to overthrow the cordon which they now faced. Those who 

understood the detail of the Russian advance in the last week of March were aware that the 

                                                           
1
 Translation (in metric-imperial system) “centimetred a few hundred yards” 

2
 Player Note: There are no militias in the game but I am referring to the ability of abandoned trenches and 

devastated ground to delay and even deter an enemy movement. 



territorial gains that had been made (and these brought them to within 150 kilometres of the 

Prussian border) had been largely unopposed and they were now held back by nothing more than a 

  

 
Figure 2: East Front Russian advances, March 1916. The black dotted line is the front in late February in the marshes 

when very fluid. The solid black line is the situation in mid-March. The red line is the position at the end of March. 



screen of barely trained volunteers. This therefore hardly confirmed any sort of Russian military 

revival although the Russian civilian population was encouraged to celebrate it as such. If this 

popular sentiment suffered any kind of deflation then it could turn ugly as the Tsar had taken a 

terrible risk in postponing his promised political reforms.   

 

The Balkans 

The Central Powers on this front were reluctantly forced to surrender more ground to conform their 

front to the consequences of the Allied penetration of the Pcinja Valley. This allowed the Allies to 

make further advances in the Bregalnicu-Vardar area. In addition the Serbians and Montenegrins 

had moved forward through the Golesnica Mountains and on 31 March they were able to see Skopje 

through their binoculars on the far side of the Vardar River. All these gains had been made at 

comparatively little cost and converted Sarrail into a confirmed Easterner which had been far from 

his standpoint when he had arrived at Kavalla a few weeks previously.  

 

 
 

Figure 3: Allied advances during the Sarrail-Mišić Offensive, 21 – 31 March 1916. 

The Near East 

 

The Russians were still consolidating their front on the Black Sea coast following the capture of Rize. 

They had just about cleared the roads around the port by the end of the month. Quarrels between 

the Russian Naval Command at Sochi and the Russian Army had blown up due to the frustration of 

the Army about the level of support provided on the coastal flank. The responsible Admiral had 

declared his ships needed repair and refurbishment on 30 March despite the absence of any enemy 

fleet which might have explained any damage. The only known problem was a temporary grounding 

of the Russian flagship outside Batum which had blackened the mood of the Admiral. 

 

The British were still feeling their way into the Sinai Peninsula. Daytime temperatures were starting 

to get fairly warm, a warning that summer was not that far away. 

 

 



DM Summary – March 1916 

Nation  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Food 
Defict 

Month  Total  
[%SM] 
 
 

Morale  

Germany  - - 6 - - - 12 12 30 1133 
[70.8] 
 

Good  

Austria -
Hungary 

4 - 9 - - 2 - 1 16 483 
[87.8] 

Good   

Ottoman  - - 2 - 1 - - - 3 71 
[20.3] 

Good  

Bulgaria  - - - - - 1 - - 1 17 Good 
Central 
Powers 

4 - 17 - 1 3 12 13 40 1684  

            
France  - - - - - - 8 - 8 681 

[75.7] 
Good  

Great 
Britain 

- - - - - 1 - - 1 252 
[19.8] 

Good 

Russia  4 - 4 - - - -* - 8 733 
[122.2] 

Shaken 
*Riga 
recaptured 

Italy  - - 4 - - - - - 4 62 
[20.7] 

Good 

Belgium  - - (5) - - - - - (5) (105) NA 
Serbia  - - - - - -* - - - (33)  NA - 

*Tirane 
recaptured 

Entente  4 - 8 - - 1 8 - 21 1720  
 

Player Notes 

• CP: East: The strategic withdrawal holds firm a little and even probes forward in some 
places just to protect food resources for one more month. At the same time, I evacuate 
as many Russian cities as I can to try and maximise food availability. This may seem a 
bit gamey, but I see nothing wrong (outside of morally) with leaving Russian cities to fend 
for themselves as I allow them their “liberation” whilst still appropriating the farming 
districts in the vicinity. I have ensured that none of the cities vacated is enclosed by CP 
ZOCs. 

• Balkans: A not entirely unexpected Serbian dominated attack against the Bulgarians SE 
of Skopje resulted in an even trade off. There was a moral victory for the CP here in 
forcing the British to ignominiously retreat. I’m sure the Serbs were tickled by their lack of 
fortitude in this, their first experience of battle against the AH troops and their Bulgarian 
allies. 

• West: I have been quietly amused by some of the debate over attacking France whilst 
over a few turns having gradually positioned artillery and several strong divisions on rail 
lines to be able to concentrate force against the most exposed French position - Verdun. 
It is pure coincidence that Verdun happens to be the one French position that can be 



attacked from three directions simultaneously. It lacks the emotional impact it would have 
had before all the fortresses there were eliminated in 1914. It offers a good option for a 
massed offensive, though, without too much depletion from other sectors. The divisions 
which reinforced this came from assaulting the Belgians along the coast several turns 
back and also from the 2nd, 3rd and 4th armies. The guns trickled to the area piecemeal 
over time. I could not comment before as I wanted to try and get some element of 
surprise. I’m not sure I entirely succeeded in this as Robert is too astute to be caught 
napping; and bad die can still see me come off significantly worse. 

• Caucasus: I continue to shift reinforcements to the coast to meet the assault coming in 
there. I am treating it more as a nuisance raid than any significant threat. 

• Mesopotamia: Quiet. 
• Palestine: Quiet.  
• Italy: I suspect it is only the weather keeping Robert from attacking having openly 

massed his artillery on the approaches to the Trentino.  

AP: The German attack at Verdun is what I was waiting for, though when it happened I was surprised 

in that I thought the CP was going to delay more. I hadn’t guessed which hex would be attacked 

either. 

 

The result was not particularly good for the attack. The die split 2/3 and the losses were 8/12 in 

favour of the French. This was off an attack combat strength of 146 (-3drm) and a fully supplied 

counterattack of 28 SP yielding 84 combat strength. After I moved nearby reserves, the defending 

hex is back to the same strength as before the combat and that is something of a result for the CP as 

I shall want to increase the defence strength now the focus of the attack is revealed. 

 

This is possibly the biggest attack of the game so far in terms of combat strength. However, it was 

not the biggest attack that could have been made against Verdun and more strength would have 

improved the loss ratio for the Germans at the cost of greater supply. On the other hand, this would 

perhaps have alerted me to what was going to happen. Further, with the poor German die roll, it 

may be better that a larger attack coincides with a potential future better die roll. The Germans have 

not had very good luck on Western Front attacks recently and they deserve a change in fortune. 

 

What happens next will be interesting. I have myself said that German attacks on the French are the 

best thing at this stage in the game though with the proviso that German morale is starting to hurt 

and Germany and France are both now between 70 - 76% of Shaken Morale. The only way Germany 

can control the French progression to Shaken Morale is to take the offensive against France. The only 

way Germany can reduce their own losses relative to the French is to make absolutely the biggest 

attacks possible (which will also reduce the number of counterattacks). Timing these attacks is 

important as well. Germany does not want to trigger the USA entry yet.  

 

Just in case it is thought I am encouraging the Germans to their doom, I must admit it is possible. 

However, other than on questions of timing and tactics (more artillery, more infantry), the Germans 

don’t have a lot of room for different options here. 

 

 


