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      Note to Readers


    




    Some important name changes occurred after the demise of the USSR in 1991. For instance, the city of Leningrad resumed its pre-revolutionary name, St Petersburg, and the

    Byelorussian Republic became the Republic of Belarus. To simplify matters, contemporary names are mainly used in this book. Also, the more familiar spelling is often used, for instance, for the

    northern city, Archangel (instead of, as the word is pronounced in Russian, Arkhangelsk). The name “Russia” is used throughout except where it makes more sense to use Soviet or USSR.

    During the war, Allied leaders such as Churchill and Roosevelt spoke of “Russia” and “the Russian army”. Stalin himslf often said “we Russians” when speaking

    or writing to his Anglo-American allies.




    







    Preface




    A black-and-white photo taken in 1939 has frozen for eternity an incident in Poland involving two generals, a Russian and a German. The latter, grim-visaged and ruggedly

    handsome, is the Panzer General Heinz Guderian, a god of tank warfare and a favourite of Adolf Hitler. The trim Russian, sporting a clipped black mustache, is Semyon Krivoshein, who has seen

    action as a tank commander in the Spanish Civil War and also against a Japanese incursion into Mongolia in the summer of 1939. In the photo he has his arms akimbo. As the caption informs, the two

    generals are verbally sparring over a demarcation line between the two converging armies. Precipitate action by the Russian has effectively blocked the advance of a Nazi train carrying

    Guderian’s tanks east; that is, closer to the Soviet state border. To accomplish this, Krivoshein had placed his tanks athwart the tracks, thereby enraging the panzer leader.




    I first saw this photo while turning the pages of my father’s pictorial album of the Second World War, and it made an indelible impression on my youthful mind. Forty years passed and one

    day in Moscow I met the Russian general whose strutting image in the Polish photo had stayed with me.




    When I mentioned the photograph, Krivoshein smiled and helpfully filled in a few details. To a demand by Guderian that Russian tanks be speedily removed from the rail tracks, he had replied

    with a straight face: “Sorry, General, but our tanks are out of fuel.”




    Incidentally, in a postwar memoir, entitled Panzer Leader, Guderian gives a terse account of this 1939 open-air confrontation in Poland with Krivoshein. He makes no mention of their

    heated dialogue, saying only that the demarcation line (at the frontier River Bug) that was finally agreed upon was “disadvantageous” to Nazi Germany.




    A driving force behind my interest in events in Russia and the Second World War were a number of epic film documentaries produced by my father, Herman Axelbank. These historic films include:

    From Tsar to Lenin, Stalin the Horrible, and The German-Soviet War. They are now a part of my father’s film archive at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University in Palo

    Alto, California.




    My interest in Russian affairs soared when I visited Moscow for the first time in the mid-1960s and found myself following a fellow American, Richard Nixon, around town,

    including a quick tour of Lenin’s Mausoleum. This was a few years before the Nixon presidency.




    A few years passed and one day a Wall Street newspaper asked me to represent them in Moscow, then considered a “hardship post”. I readily accepted the offer. Working as a

    journalist allowed me to meet distinguished Russians such as Dr Andrei Sakharov and other intellectuals. But at the same time I became possessed by the desire to meet as many surviving World War

    Two generals and marshals as possible. As a graduate student in America, I had had a continuing interest in war and politics and had spent a year or two researching the lives of Lincoln’s

    generals, obtaining interviews with the last three surviving Civil War veterans.




    As the years went by my desire almost became an obsession. Over twenty years I met many of the men and women who appear in this book, mainly in Moscow and its suburbs: a few were alive and

    well at the beginning of the new millenium. Meeting them over such a long period I became aware that although many Russians knew of the deeds performed by these men and women, they were

    practically unknown in the West. Yet it was their wartime feats, multiplied many times over by others, that caused a dramatic turn of the tide in the Second World War.




    The Eastern Front – in the number of troops and weapons involved and the frontage of the attack – was the main theatre of operations in the World War II. There were some fifty

    major battles fought on the Eastern Front. The most important of these were the battles of Moscow (1941–42), Stalingrad (1942–43), Kursk (1943), Operation Bagration (1944), the

    Yassy-Kishinev Campaign (1944), the Vistula–Oder Operation (1945) and Berlin (1945). At different stages of the war the two sides had from 8 to 12.8 million troops, from 5,700 to 20,000

    tanks and assault guns, from 6,500 to 18,000 aircraft and from 84,000 to 163,000 artillery pieces and mortars.




    Until the Allied landings in France in June 1944 the number of Axis divisions operating against Russia was fifteen to twenty times greater than that of the divisions fighting against the

    Allies.




    In terms of sheer courage, stamina and endurance, I do not see how anyone could fail to be in awe of the Russian women who each logged up to 1,000 bombing missions. As I write these lines I

    can see in my mind’s eye one of these intrepid girls (the majority were in their late teens or early twenties) leaning out of an open cockpit under a black sky, the temperature well below

    freezing, trying with half-frozen fingers to dislodge a bomb that had become stuck under the wings.




    Nevertheless, they and their war have remained a largely unknown quantity for many in the West. For obvious reasons during the Cold War the British and American peoples tended to focus their

    attention on their own efforts and achievements in the Second World War and this tendency has resulted in the scale of the conflict on the Eastern Front being overshadowed in the popular

    imagination. As the stories in this book show the scale of fighting during The Great Patriotic War dwarfed by comparison the fighting in the West. This book is a modest attempt to restore a few

    missing pages to the history books.




    

      Albert Axell


    




    London, February 2001
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    Prologue: The Russians




    When news of Hitler’s invasion flashed across the world in June 1941, masses of Russian emigrés, crossing political and religious lines, from members of the

    royal family and Russian Orthodox clergymen to taxicab drivers and intellectuals (including those who most violently hated the Bolsheviks) suddenly sympathized with Russia in her time of peril;

    and they were uplifted by the dogged resistance to the invader. Three days after the invasion The (London) Times of 25 June 1941 published a letter from Prince Vsevolode, nephew of

    Nicholas II, the tsar executed by the Bolsheviks. “We are fighting,” wrote the prince, “a common foe and whatever our differences in the past have been I feel that all Slav

    races should now unite to rid the world of Nazism.”




    I have been told stories (by their descendants) of emigrés as far away as Australia who, at that time of crisis, dropped everything and returned to Russia to help in her defence.

    Patriotism and love for Rodina (the Russian birth-land) – which in extremity means readiness to die when the Motherland is in danger – are durable features of the Russian

    character.




    Indeed, it is possible to say that the best features of the Russian character – those which are revealed in times of national crisis – include loyalty, self-sacrifice, patriotism

    (but not the jingoist variety), and capacity for endurance. Siberian General Afanasy Beloborodov, one of the heroes of the Battle of Moscow in the autumn of 1941, has himself spoken of “the

    best traits” of the Russian soldier. These, he told me in an interview (on his 81st birthday), were “coolness and selfless bravery”. A much-decorated

    officer, he also extolled the “inexhaustible optimism” of his soldiers. Looking back on the ordeal of war and at the individual heroism of the men under his command, Beloborodov

    mentioned the difficulty or inability of Hitler and his retinue to understand, in the general’s words, “the mysterious Russian soul”. His face betrayed a hint of a smile as he

    uttered these words. After the Wehrmacht’s “collision with Russian tenacity”, Beloborodov added, the invader lost all hope of ever conquering Russia.




    Loyalty and self-sacrifice are deeply rooted in Russia’s past. After the Nazi invasion, slogans, placards and newspapers cited utterances by prominent personalities of old, beginning

    with the distant past, such as that by Russian Prince Svyatoslav, who said in the tenth century: “Let us not shame the Russian land. We shall rather lay down our lives, for the dead know

    not shame.” There is the famous maxim of Field Marshal Alexander Suvorov, an eighteenth century military wizard who remains a Russian icon: “Save your comrade even if you die.”

    A longer paraphrase of this maxim appeared in the Field Manual of the Red Army during the Second World War: “Every serviceman must aim at mutual aid and at all times help his comrades with

    fire, bayonet, grenade, spade and personal assistance.”




    The best generals of Russia’s past had set great store by the moral factor in achieving victory over the enemy and used every means at their disposal to boost the morale of their troops.

    To mention a few, there were Alexander Nevsky (thirteenth century), Dimitri Donskoi (fourteenth century), Alexander Suvorov (eighteenth century) and Mikhail Kutuzov (eighteenth-nineteenth

    centuries). They and other celebrated generals made a point of addressing their troops, appealing to patriotism and love of country, knowing that their men had imbibed stories of the exploits of

    their fathers and grandfathers before them who had stood fast on “the sacred soil of Russia” to protect it from the onslaught of enemies.




    Hundreds of thousands of books and articles have been written about the Second World War. Some authors prefer to stress the presence of punitive squads behind Russian troops at the frontlines

    with the implication, or suggestion, that deeds of heroism were far from being voluntary. The late American military historian Hanson Baldwin has claimed that the Russian

    muzhik (peasant) fought well only because of the iron discipline fostered by commissars coupled with the fear of punishment. His argument doesn’t stand up. Fear alone does not make

    men heroes. Readers of the novelist Leo Tolstoy’s sketches of Sevastopol (about the Crimean War in the 1850s in which Tolstoy was a front-line officer) will be aware of the legacy of

    heroism in Russian history. So too, during the war with Hitler, legions of Russian men and women volunteered for battlefield assignments from which the chances of survival were slim.




    In Antony Beevor’s acclaimed book, Stalingrad, he mentions Stalin’s Directive 227 which ordered: “Not one step backwards!” (Anyone caught retreating against

    orders was almost certain to receive a bullet from his own side.) The historic links of this Directive (down the ages the motto of Russian patriots was: “Give up your life but do not yield

    an inch of territory!”) can’t be ignored. But perhaps the most significant thing about Directive 227 is that due to the patriotism and impatience of Stalingrad’s defenders, the

    great majority of generals, junior officers and ordinary soldiers applauded it. The Russian wartime generals I have met who fought at Stalingrad, and the generals who allude to Directive 227 in

    their postwar and post-Stalin memoirs, give it unqualified approval.




    A factor that can’t be overestimated is the very real danger that loomed over Stalingard. Military historian Lev Bezymensky, who fought at Stalingrad, has described to me in six words

    how grave the situation was for the Russians: “Further retreat would have spelled disaseter.”




    Shortly after Hitler’s armies stormed across the Soviet border, there emerged a pantheon of new national heroes. Only four days after the invasion, Captain Nikolai Gastello, whose

    aircraft had been hit and was aflame, dived his blazing bomber into a column of German tanks and cars, destroying many of them. Another early hero was Private Alexander Matrosov who was nineteen

    years old when he performed a feat that became an enduring symbol of courage. When his unit attacked the enemy at the village of Chernushki in the Pskov Region of western

    Russia, Matrosov flung himself on the gun-port of a German pillbox, shutting out the murderous fire with his own body, giving his unit the opportunity to advance. Posthumously he was awarded his

    country’s highest combat medal. But these exploits were not isolated cases. The Defence Ministry archives reveal up to 200 cases of pilots and soldiers who performed similar deeds during

    the war.




    To better understand what has been called “the absolute order of heroism” on the Eastern Front, it may be helpful to turn to Russian war poetry – there were hundreds of poems

    published in frontline newspapers during 1941–5. (“Love of poetry is our national feature,” Russian poet Bella Akhmadulina has explained, adding: “Only in Russia can

    thousands of people listen to poetry recitals for three hours running.”) Virtually all of the best-known Russian writers published poems during the war, including Boris Pasternak, Anna

    Akhmatova, Konstantin Simonov, Ilya Ehrenburg, Alexander Tvardovski and Olga Bergholtz. Many of the poems glorify death for the sake of the Motherland. Some of the poems even have a religious

    aura: the dead machine-gunner who hangs on and, resurrected, keeps firing his gun; or the mortally wounded Russian who is buried by the enemy but rises up and kills his grave-diggers. A constant

    theme is the sacredness of the Motherland – or of the Russian soil. One poet (August Prokofyev) extolls the vastness and eternal nature of Russia and the immortality of the people. Another

    poet (Alexei Surkov) has a stanza written in 1941 that may be likened to an early endorsement of the Stalingrad Directive. It says: “Not one step backwards because Moscow is behind

    us!” One poem (author unknown) says that the Motherland “demands” that the enemy be stopped; the enemy’s hands are “wet with Russian blood.” On 24 June 1941

    (two days after the invasion) the government newspaper Izvestia printed a poem called “The Holy War” which enjoined every adult to rise up to “fight to the death.”

    The poem was immediately set to music and became popular overnight.




    A prose poem called “The Russian Character” written in 1944 by Alexei Tolstoy (a distant relative of the author of War and Peace), about the reluctant

    homecoming to his beloved of a wounded soldier whose tank had been ripped apart and set afire by an enemy shell, also became instantly popular. It has these closing lines about the disfigured

    hero, Yegor Gromov: “A man may seem ordinary enough but, when trouble comes, he is endowed with great strength – the beauty of the human heart.”




    Almost all Russians felt a personal loss from the invasion. I have come across an obscure Gallup-type poll taken among Russian soldiers of the 2nd Guards Tank Corps during a

    lull in the fighting towards the end of the war. To my knowledge this poll has not been published outside Russia. Out of the relatives of the 5,848 servicemen polled, the Nazis had killed 4,447,

    maimed 1,169 and forcibly deported to Germany 908. They had also burnt down 2,430 villages, towns, cities and settlements where the servicemen had lived before the war. In London in November

    2000, the toll on the Eastern Front was made starkly real when a Russian colonel, an army attaché of Cossack origin, told me that five of his great-uncles fell on that Front.




    During his only visit to Moscow at the end of the war, America’s General Eisenhower said that he was astonished by the number of Russian heroes in the war. His host, Marshal Zhukov, who

    spent almost the entire war on one gigantic battlefield after another, told his American guest that Russia had “many battalions” of heroes. At the same time, Eisenhower was introduced

    to many of the Red Army’s top commanders who were responsible for major victories against Hitler’s forces. The future US President did not mention the oft-repeated claim by some

    critics that what actually ruined Hitler’s chances on the battlefield were other “unbeatable Generals”: Winter, Mud, Colossus and Populus. But this was not out of politeness on

    Eisenhower’s part. The Cold War had not yet hardened East-West attitudes and so Eisenhower was able to speak frankly. He was, he said, a great admirer of the victories that had turned the

    tide on the Eastern Front. Speaking to the Soviet leaders at the Kremlin, he said that in future all cadets at the United States Military Academy at West Point would study the battles at Moscow,

    Stalingrad, Kursk and Berlin as assiduously as they had once studied the ancient Battle of Cannae.




    In a second meeting with Zhukov after the war, this time in Berlin, Eisenhower was lectured by the Marshal on the basics of patriotism. “You [in America] tell a person he can do as he

    pleases, he can act as he pleases, he can do anything. But we Russians tell him that he must sacrifice for the State.” (In Russia the state is often a synonym for “country” or

    “Motherland.”) Eisenhower records that he had difficulty in replying. Incidentally, a gentler, but similar, form of patriotism was formulated by US President John F. Kennedy in the

    1960s when he rallied Americans with the cry: “Ask not what your country can do for you but what you can do for your country.” And during the Battle of Britain in 1940 a young airman

    wrote a letter to his mother containing a similar high order of patriotism: “Those who serve England must expect nothing from her. We debase ourselves if we regard our country as merely a

    place to eat and sleep.” The letter was published posthumously in The Times on 18 June 1940.




    The tragedy of the Kursk submarine in Russia’s Arctic waters in August 2000 gave rise to Western criticism of the Russian Motherland; of perceived Russian

    clumsiness, disorderliness and secrecy. Some Western commentators interpreted Russian respect for the Motherland to mean condoning every dark spot in Russia’s past. During the days

    following the Kursk incident a five-column headline appeared in a leading British newspaper (The Independent): “The curse of Russia has always been its pride in the

    Motherland.” A US paper (The New York Times) spoke of Russia’s alleged “indifference to human suffering”. The criticism was as difficult to substantiate as it was

    stinging. No mention was made that from this pride flowed Russian wartime sacrifices and achievements that, some of our eminent historians tell us, helped reduce the casualties of the Western

    democracies.1




    







    CHAPTER 1




    Barbarossa to Berlin




    Hitler had a fistful of cynical war plans, but the one with the biggest risk was Operation Barbarossa: the invasion of Russia and the annihilation of its people. His

    other plans included Orient – the capture of Iran, Iraq, Syria and Afghanistan, and the invasion of India; Tannenbaum – the capture of Switzerland; Silberfuchs

    – the capture of Sweden; Felix-Isabella – the annexation of Spain and Portugal; Ikarus – the capture of Iceland. There was also Sea Lion – the

    invasion of Great Britain; and an ambitious scenario awaiting the American continent. But that plan, like the others, depended first of all on the defeat of Russia, a colossus comprising

    one-sixth of the earth’s land surface. And to achieve this Hitler would have to subdue not only a huge army but scores of millions of men and women who had a powerful, even mystical love

    for their Motherland.




    But the Fuhrer was ecstatic about his Russian plan: “When Barbarossa commences the world will hold its breath and make no comment.”




    The world had for twenty years been sliding towards another World War. An arms race had grown in intensity and militarism had asserted itself. In his vitriolic book Mein Kampf, which

    was published in the 1920s, Hitler formulated a programme for the future destruction of Soviet Russia. The year 1939 was fateful. In the summer of that year military talks between Britain, France

    and Russia to form an anti-Hitler alliance failed and Hitler signed a non-aggression pact with Stalin. Even after he seized Poland in 1939, setting off the Second World War, Hitler did not risk

    attacking the Soviet Union. Rather, he decided to wait until after the Anglo-French bloc was defeated. But on 23 November 1939 Hitler told a military conference: “I

    was in doubt for a long time whether or not to start with an attack in the East [i.e., against Russia] and then to switch to the West . . . Circumstances have compelled us to leave the East for

    the immediate future . . .” Hitler then went on to say: “We have a treaty with Russia. However, treaties are observed only while they offer advantages.”




    In December 1940 Hitler signed a Directive containing instructions for the invasion of Russia. Prior to this in September an Axis partnership had been signed between Germany, Italy and

    Japan.




    In advance of the invasion it was necessary to engage in legerdemain, something in which the Axis powers excelled. A cover-up for the invasion was needed. Operation

    Barbarossa2 stressed the need for strictest secrecy, with the words, “If information about our preparations leaks out . . . this may entail

    the gravest political and military disadvantages.” Still, the instructions that were issued to commanders to camouflage the transfer of troops from Western Europe to the Soviet border were

    inadequate because a multi-million-man army with thousands of aircraft, tanks, guns and motor vehicles was being readied for action. All this could not be done in secret.




    A solution was put forward: to deceive public opinion in Germany and abroad.




    On 15 February 1941, in accordance with Hitler’s orders, the General Staff of the Armed Forces issued the Directive on Misleading Information which stated that deception must be

    used to hide preparations for Barbarossa. The misinformation measures had two stages. First (up to about 14 April) the deployment of troops was to be explained as the transfer of units

    from the western to the eastern parts of Germany; and also for assembling troops for Operation Marita (the invasion of Yugoslavia). For the second stage (from April up to the actual

    invasion of Russia) the deployment was to be explained as a huge hoax carried out for the purpose of diverting attention from preparations for the invasion of Britain.




    The Directive noted that, “although there has been a considerable slackening of preparations for Operation Sea Lion, all measures must be taken to create the impression among the

    troops that preparations for a landing in Britain, even if in a totally different manner, are still being conducted despite the fact that the forces trained for this operation are being

    dispatched to the rear for a definite period. It is necessary to keep even those troops which will take a direct part in operations in the East misinformed about the real plans for as long as

    possible.”




    Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, head of the Intelligence and Counter-Intelligence Division of the General Staff of the Armed Forces, supervised the fabrication and dispatch of misinformation to his

    attachés in neutral countries and their attachés in Berlin. The Directive emphasized that “misleading information should resemble a mosaic picture which is determined by a

    common tendency.” False information was spread through the press and radio as well as diplomatic channels. General Alfred Jodl, Hitler’s Chief of Operations, shed some light on the

    propaganda activity of the German General Staff that was aimed directly at Russia when he said: “The use of all means of active propaganda against the Red Army promises greater success than

    in the struggle against all the former enemies of the German Armed Forces. Therefore it is intended that it be used on a great scale.”




    On the Russian side, the military historian, General Pavel Zhilin, says the ruse was at least partially effective. Zhilin has written: “There is no denying the fact that extensive

    dissemination of false reports coupled with the secrecy with which troops were shifted and concentrated in the East enabled the German Command to achieve positive results in its preparations for

    a surprise invasion of the USSR.”




    On Sunday, 22 June 1941 Nazi Germany threw men and equipment against Russia in unprecedented numbers: 190 divisions, over 4,000 tanks, almost 5,000 aircraft and more than 200 warships. Joining

    the attack were forces from Italy, Hungary, Rumania and Finland. A total of 5 million men took part in the blitz attack along the entire Russian frontier that stretched

    some 3,720 miles. As an invasion force, history had never known such a huge army. “Almost all responsible military opinion,” said Winston Churchill, “held that the Russian army

    would soon be defeated and largely destroyed.”




    Defining his war aims, Adolf Hitler told a conference of German generals, “Russia is to be abolished.” The war, he said, was to be one of “annihilation.” On the fate of

    Moscow he did not mince words: the city and every man, woman and child in it were to be destroyed. Hitler’s chief propagandist, Dr Joseph Goebbels wrote in his diary: “The Fuhrer says

    that, be it right or wrong, we must win . . . for when we win, who is to question us about our method? We already have so much on our conscience as it is that we just have to win.” Other

    members of Hitler’s coterie, such as Alfred Rosenberg, spoke with contempt about “lower orders” of people. For the Hitler clique this included the entire Russian population of

    Slavs, Jews, gypsies and others.




    At first it seemed true that nothing could withstand the ferocity of the German onslaught. The plan for the offensive against Moscow had been codenamed Typhoon to underline the crushing

    force of the blow. But it soon became clear that even if the German armies would ultimately win, they would not do so with impunity. The Russians began preparing for a massive defensive campaign.

    In Moscow more than 500,000 citizens began to build fortifications in and around the city. Up to a dozen volunteer divisions and almost ninety combat battalions were formed. As Hitler’s

    armies pushed towards Moscow more than forty partisan groups taking their orders from Moscow operated behind enemy lines, disrupting enemy logistics and communications and sometimes tying up

    large bodies of German troops. (Such actions grew steadily in size so that, from 1943, it appears that up to 10 per cent of German troops on the Eastern Front were required to deal with the

    partisans.)




    The initial stage of the war was extremely unfavourable for the defenders. Many Soviet generals and officials had realized that sooner or later Hitler would attack but

    the more perceptive knew that preparations for it were pitifully incomplete: that the Rusian armies, strong though they were, were not equal to the most prepared and powerful army ever assembled.

    Stalin apparently believed he had at least six more months of peace to build up his nation’s defences. Miscalculations were therefore made in assessing the timing of the anticipated

    aggression. Obviously, this had an impact on the initial period of the war, a time when Russians had to “drink the bitter cup of retreat.”




    To this day it is puzzling why the Soviet Government and Stalin personally did not heed the many warnings of Hitler’s coming invasion. Some of the most persistent came from London. But

    here the Russians seem to have been caught in a dilemma: could they trust Winston Churchill, a sworn enemy of Bolsheviks and one who had spoken frankly against them for two decades? Russian

    historians say that Churchill calculated that Hitler would be able to crush Russia; but that the longer that country held out against Germany, the better it would be for Britain. With this

    objective in mind, they claim, Churchill on 3 April 1941 warned Stalin about the danger threatening the USSR.




    But there were other warnings of an imminent German attack, mainly from the offices of the US President Roosevelt, and from Russian intelligence officer Richard Sorge in Japan, who had access

    to the German Embassy in Tokyo. This access enabled him to read secret telegrams from Berlin. Sorge radioed Moscow the exact day and probable time of the invasion. Warnings also came from German

    deserters. Meantime, Russia in the spring of 1941 was feverishly at work on its Third Five-Year Plan (1938–42), building up industrial and military capacity. Of course the war interrupted

    it. The Fourth Plan did not begin operation until a year after the war.




    The Nazi generals, conscious of their advantages and dizzy with their quick victories in Poland and Western Europe, based their plans on the concept of Blitzkrieg, or lightning war,

    which had already been so successful. Above all they counted on the shattering effect that a surprise strike by massed armoured, air and infantry forces would have, and

    banked on an easy thrust into Russia’s vital centres. The generals hoped that the entire campaign would last not more than thirty or forty days; perhaps a little longer. American and

    British experts sided with the German estimates. An American historian, Frederick Schuman, points out that some senior military figures gave the Red Army no chance of escaping total defeat by

    Nazi Germany within six weeks (this from the US Army’s General Marshall) or at most, three months (the opinion of the British Imperial General Staff).




    Even some Western leaders who sympathized with the plight of the Russians felt at the outset that it would be foolhardy to help Moscow with war supplies since they would only land in the lap

    of the conquering Germans. Some of those who believed in an imminent Russian collapse had, in the years before the invasion, visited Hitler’s Germany and were dazzled by massive night-time

    parades and overwhelming displays of military strength, not to mention signs of burgeoning economic power. But they dismissed other factors vital to the outcome of war: the strength of reserves

    and the character or morale of the population.




    Hitler had statistical superiority in the beginning. In early 1941 Germany had the manpower resources of 290 million people and the raw materials and industrial capacity of nearly the whole of

    Europe at its disposal. German capacities in the output of metal, electricity and coal were approximately two or two and a half times greater than Russia’s. When the invading armies

    occupied the USSR’s western areas, which accounted for over 40 per cent of its population, and more than half of its industrial output and a third of its food production, Germany’s

    advantages were even more glaring.




    Taking advantage of their surprise attack and superior numbers – up to five to one in the sector of the main effort – Nazi troops advanced up to 155 miles by the night of 25 June

    and 372 miles by 10 July. The leadership was triumphant. General Franz Halder, Chief of the General Staff of the German Ground Forces, wrote in his diary on 3 July: “It would be no

    exaggeration to say that the campaign against Russia has been won in fourteen days.” A little over a week later, Hitler endorsed a plan to reorganize the Wehrmacht

    for carrying out new tasks: future operations against Britain and – a vaunted target for the future – America.




    There was however, an early hitch or two. The stiff defence by the garrison of the frontier Brest Fortress showed at the start that Russia would not be an easy victim. Hitler’s generals

    commented on the stubbornness and valour of the defenders, a circumstance that unsettled some officers who accepted the propaganda that Slavs were a “lower order” of species. Only two

    days after the invasion, General Halder wrote in his diary about the garrison at Brest: “There were cases when pillbox crews blew themselves up together with their pillboxes rather than

    surrender.” Most of the garrison who held out for over a month after the fortress was enveloped chose death rather than surrender. Excavation of the ruined bastion after the war yielded

    evidence of the valour of its defenders. On the casement walls of the fortress were farewell messages from hundreds of the defenders. One of them is by an anonymous soldier who scratched with a

    bayonet the words: “I am dying but not giving up! Farewell, Motherland! 20 July 1941.”




    In a fierce battle at Smolensk (lasting from 10 July to 10 September) Hitler’s Army Group Centre – the force battering its way towards Moscow – suffered heavy losses. Greater

    losses were suffered by the Russians; but at Smolensk for the first time since the war began the Wehrmacht was compelled, temporarily, to assume the defensive in its main line of advance. It was

    the first crack in the German armour.




    By the beginning of the fourth month of the invasion the total Nazi losses exceeded 500,000 officers and men, whereas in the first two years of the Second World War the German armed forces had

    lost fewer than 300,000 troops in seizing nearly the whole of Europe. Although the Wehrmacht continued its successful drive in the summer of 1941, the Nazi High Command failed to reach its main

    objectives in the strategic directions of attack. It failed to capture Leningrad (now St Petersburg) and Moscow, and was unable to capture the oil resources of the Caucasus.




    The Battle of Moscow was a landmark event in the first year of the Patriotic War. To capture Moscow was a matter of immense moral, political and strategic importance to

    the German leadership for they hoped that it would decide the outcome at one stroke. Hitler had concentrated in the Moscow sector more than a million officers and men, which was more than

    two-fifths of the infantry operating on the entire Eastern Front, and also three-quarters of the tanks, nearly half of the guns and mortars, and about one-third of his aircraft.




    For their part, the Russians were determined to hold on to Moscow. Besides regular forces, the capital was defended by home-guard divisions formed by volunteers. Partisans actively operated

    behind enemy lines. Innumerable soldiers performed heroic acts in delaying or stopping the advance on Moscow.




    The German troops fought fiercely but the defenders dug in with tenacity. The main blow fell on the 316th Rifle Division commanded by Major-General Ivan Panfilov and Major-General L. M.

    Dovator’s cavalry group. The feat of twenty-eight soldiers belonging to Panfilov’s division has become legendary. In November 1941 near the railway junction of Dubosekovo the small

    contingent of men kept some fifty enemy tanks from breaking through to Moscow, destroying eighteen of them. All twenty-eight of the men were given the title of Hero of the Soviet Union

    posthumously.




    Although the Wehrmacht still retained its overall superiority, Russian forces launched a counter-offensive in early December. As a result, the Germans were thrown back from 62 to 155 miles

    from Moscow. This was the Wehrmacht’s first defeat in the course of the war, and between January and April 1942 Soviet troops advanced some 186 to 248 miles to the west.




    Terrible battles were waged around the clock. The Wehrmacht lost about fifty of its divisions. In the winter of 1941–2 the German land forces lost about 800,000 men killed and wounded.

    Russia’s allies exulted. A year into the invasion (in May 1942) President Roosevelt said that the Russians were killing more Axis soldiers than were the forces of the other Allies combined.

    But Russian losses too were grievous. Each day of the war cost some 19,000 lives.




    Losses of general officers were also high. More than fifty Soviet generals were taken prisoner in the first year of war.3




    In the summer of 1942 the Wehrmacht made a bold attempt to alter the situation on the Russian front and prepare for an invasion of Asia. According to some historians, had Hitler achieved the

    desired results, the position of Britain and the USA would have seriously deteriorated. Edward R. Stettinius, a former US Secretary of State, observed that America was on the brink of disaster in

    1942; that if the Russians had failed to hold on their front, the Germans would have been in a position to conquer Great Britain, overrun Africa and, in that case, establish a foothold in Latin

    America.




    But the Russian strategies as well as their generals showed marked improvement after a year and a half of war, their greatest success coming at the Battle of Stalingrad, where after 200 days

    and nights, the struggle ended on 2 February 1943 with the surrender of the German Sixth Army commanded by Field Marshal Friedrich Paulus. Nearly everyone has heard this victory on the River

    Volga described as “the turning point of the war.” But although it was pivotal, the battle exacted an appalling price in blood. In 1992 figures released by the Institute of Military

    History of Moscow’s Defence Ministry said total Russian casualties amounted to almost 1,080,000 in dead and wounded. The German toll was said to be about 800,000.




    But the battle touched off a triumphal mood among those Russians who managed to emerge unscathed. Indeed the victory lifted the morale of the Russian General Staff and that of its armies in

    the field.




    For months the eyes of the world had been focused on the Volga conflict. No previous battle on the Eastern Front had so closely caught the world’s attention. The victory had far-reaching

    implications. For instance, thousands of miles away Chinese Communist leader Mao Tse-tung assessed the outcome as being highly beneficial to China’s war against

    Japan. Significantly, when news of the defeat of Hitler’s armies on the Volga was announced, the USSR for the first time began to be regarded beyond its borders as a formidable Allied

    power.




    Meanwhile, Russian forces had mounted a counter-offensive in the Caucasus. Six months earlier the Nazi High Command had launched its Plan Edelweiss, aimed at seizing the Caucasus.

    German troops broke through to the Kuban area and the Northern Caucasus, compelling the defenders to withdraw south to the foothills of the Main Caucasian Range. It was at this point that the

    Nazi Command ordered the 4th Panzer Army north-east towards Stalingrad, depleting the German forces in the Caucasus. Fierce fighting in the Caucasus continued until December 1942 when the Red

    Army finally halted the enemy.




    In their January offensive in the Caucasus the Russians inflicted heavy losses on the Germans, destroying some 200,000 troops, approximately 900 tanks and 2,000 aircraft. The success was

    mainly due to events on the Volga. The heavy German losses at Stalingrad prevented the Nazi Command from reinforcing its armies in the Caucasus so that Nazi forces never got beyond the foothills

    of the Caucasus mountains.




    While the Battle of Stalingrad was still in progress and the Wehrmacht was within an arm’s length of the River Volga the Russians had been buoyed by the news from North Africa of the

    British victory at El Alamein in October 1942. (Russian historian Dmitri Yefimov makes the point that many wrecked Nazi tanks and lorries were painted yellow because they were intended for action

    in the North African desert and were, therefore, quite conspicuous in the snow-covered plains near Stalingrad in the winter of 1942). British troops under General Montgomery had dealt a crippling

    blow to the Italo-German forces led by General Rommel. El Alamein cost the Germans and Italians 55,000 lives, 320 tanks and nearly 1,000 pieces of artillery. The official Russian view is that the

    victory, the first success of British forces in the North African campaign, deservedly entered the history books for its critical role in Allied operations in the Mediterranean theatre.

    Thereafter, the Allied landings in Sicily and the Italian mainland ended in defeat for the German and Italian forces opposing them and put Italy out of the fighting. There

    is, however, some Russian criticism of those who are thought to magnify Allied operations at the expense of Stalingrad. For example, according to Professor Oleg Rzheshevsky, head of the

    Department of War History and Geopolitics of the Russian Academy of Sciences, at El Alamein the British forces were up against Nazi units totalling less than 100,000 men, which means that the

    scale of operations was relatively small. By comparison, he notes, Hitler had more than one million men at Stalingrad by November 1942. Nevertheless, Rzheshevsky and his colleagues admit the

    brilliance and importance of the El Alamein victory.




    After Stalingrad and the Caucasus many hard battles still lay ahead but the German defeats had made it possible to launch large-scale strategic offensives to drive the enemy

    from Russian soil.




    In the summer of 1943 in the absence of a Second Front in France, Hitler sent fresh reinforcements to the Eastern Front, concentrating more than 200 divisions there. But in the fierce fighting

    at Kursk, Oryol and Belgorod, which started on 5 July and lasted for 50 days, 30 enemy divisions, including 7 armoured divisions, were routed. The Wehrmacht lost about 500,000 men, more than

    3,000 planes and almost 1,500 tanks. Russian losses also were heavy.




    At Kursk, one of the Second World War’s biggest battles took place. Having put together whatever forces it could find and reinforced them with new equipment, the Nazi High Command sought

    revenge for its defeats at Moscow and Stalingrad by making one final big-scale offensive on the Eastern Front, called the Battle of the Kursk Salient. More than four million soldiers, backed with

    thousands of armoured vehicles, guns and aircraft, clashed at Kursk. The Germans struck first. Wave after wave of tanks, including the latest “Tigers”, battered against Russian

    defences. Despite the crunching pressure, the defending Russians stood firm and began an offensive of their own. This defeat precipitated the collapse of the Axis powers. As a result, say Russian

    generals, favourable conditions were produced for the Anglo-American landings in Italy in September.




    Throughout 1942 and 1943 Stalin had pressed his Anglo-American allies to begin an invasion of France, opening up the so-called Second Front. Stalin’s expectations were dashed in this

    period and he showed his resentment when Winston Churchill flew into Moscow in August 1942 and informed him that there would be no Allied invasion of France that year. The following year Stalin

    told his chief military liaison officer to the British Government that, “No matter how hard he kicks and balks, sooner or later, Churchill will be forced to open a second front in

    France.” The officer, Admiral Nikolai Kharlamov, informed Stalin that there were many “second front supporters” in Britain, both in Churchill’s Cabinet and among members

    of Parliament.




    When Churchill informed Stalin on 6 June 1944 of the successful start of Overlord – the invasion of France – Stalin was effusive in congratulating the Allies. Anglo-American

    forces swiftly crossed the English Channel, taking the Germans by surprise and capturing a vital beachhead in Normandy. The tying up of Nazi armies in the East helped in the Anglo-American

    success. In the winter and spring of 1943/44 the Wehrmacht’s mounting losses in the East forced the German High Command to send some forty additional divisions to the Russian front. By the

    time of the landings in France, almost three-quarters of the divisions of the Nazi bloc countries were fighting in the East.




    Meanwhile, Stalin informed Churchill of the beginning, in late June, of a new general offensive by his armies. Churchill was highly pleased at this news, so much so that he gives almost three

    pages in his war memoirs to this pleasant exchange with Stalin. Four months later, Churchill spent a fortnight in Moscow and, after jointly addressing the most difficult issues, especially the

    future of Germany and Poland (in a spirit of “ease, freedom and cordiality”), he summed up his visit by saying that nothing prevented mutually satisfactory agreement among the Allies

    on these and other vital matters.




    Russia’s new general offensive in the summer of 1944 was called Operation Bagration. It was another mammoth attack, also called “The Byelorussian

    Operation”, and the Russian forces were joined by the Polish First Army under General Zygmunt Berling. The Russian plan called for the rout of Army Group Centre and the liberation of what

    is now the Republic of Belarus. Close cooperation with Belorussian partisans was also planned. The operation was triumphant. Siegfried von Westphal, one of Hitler’s leading generals, has

    written of Bagration: “During the summer and autumn of 1944, the German armies suffered the greatest disaster of their history which even surpassed the catastrophe of Stalingrad.” He

    said that only scattered remnants of thirty divisions escaped death or captivity.




    The opening of the Second Front in North-West Europe had caught Germany in a ring of powerful forces, as Russia’s armies continued to steamroller from the east while the Allies advanced

    from the west. The coordinated actions of the anti-Hitler coalition spelled doom for the enemy. Hitler’s hope for an eleventh-hour falling out among the Allies towards the end of the war

    was also dashed.




    The last decisive action of the Russians in the European sector was the encirclement of Berlin. Before dawn on 16 April 1945 powerful artillery strikes of the 1st Belorussian Front marked the

    beginning of the Berlin operation. Three hours later the artillery of the 1st Ukrainian Front opened up their own heavy bombardment. By the end of the day the main defence line of the enemy was

    pried open. The strategic offensive on the German capital was carried out by the 2nd and 1st Belorussian and the 1st Ukrainian Fronts (as these armies were called) on a frontage of nearly 300

    miles. Russian striking power had never been stronger. The army employed 40,000 guns of all types, more than 6,000 tanks, and over 8,000 aircraft in penetrating the German defences and capturing

    the centre of the city.




    On 20 April troops of the 2nd Belorussian Front launched an offensive, crossed the River Oder and pierced the enemy defences south of Stettin. On 25 April, the attacking units converged west

    of Berlin, encircling the defenders. On the same day, near Torgau, Russian soldiers crossed the Elba and established contact with units of the American First Army.




    But fighting raged inside Berlin. The Nazi die-hards were routed only after heavy casualties on both sides. Skirmishes continued day and night as almost every street and

    building had to be stormed. Hand-to-hand combat also took place underground – in rail tunnels and in sewer and communications systems.




    Finally, the Berlin garrison laid down their arms. All hostilities ceased at midnight on 8 May 1945 and formal ratification of the instrument of unconditional surrender took place in Berlin on

    9 May. Britain’s Air Chief Marshal Tedder signed on behalf of Eisenhower, Field Marshal Keitel for Germany and Marshal Zhukov for the Russians. Witnessing the signing was French General de

    Lattre de Tassigny. Zhukov records that Keitel’s hand was shaking slightly as he signed copies of the document. The entire ceremony took 45 minutes.




    







    CHAPTER 2




    The Hero Fortress




    Outside the frontier Brest Fortress hot air shimmers over the Eternal Flame and spring freshets flow gently around the inscription: “They fought to the death. Glory to

    the heroes.” A hushed crowd of visitors is paying their respects to the hundreds of men and women who fell there in June 1941. They now lie together under a large granite slab. The names on

    the memorial include Lieutenant Alexei Naganov whose remains were found years after the war – with a cocked pistol in his hand, a round in the chamber – Senior Sergeant Grigoryan,

    Private Nur Sadykov, Senior Sergeant Botabai Suleimenov, Senior Sergeant Akaky Shevardnadze – the fortress was defended by soldiers of thirty nationalities. There are also –

    “Name Unknown”, “Name Unknown” – dozens of anonymous heroes.




    On 22 June 1941 people in the city of Brest, in what is now the Republic of Belarus, could see, if they looked up, dots o flight moving in the blue-black predawn sky. These

    were Luftwaffe planes flying in cock-a-hoop to bomb Russian cities, with some pilots not bothering to switch off their lights, so confident were they of success. Most people, tired after a long

    summer day, were still asleep when the first salvoes thundered over the Western Bug, the river that separated the Russian and German forces. Suddenly explosions broke the silence. For the Russian

    defenders of the nearby Brest Fortress, it was the beginning of an inferno.




    A twelve-year-old bandsman, Pyotr Kotelnikov, was in the fortress on the first day of war. He and other members of the band were scheduled to go to the city on that

    Sunday to be photographed in their new uniforms.




    “When the shelling started,” he says, “it seemed that all the shells and bombs were zeroing in on our barracks. We ran outside. Everything was ablaze. Something hit me on the

    head and I fell. When I came to it was quite light. Soldiers stood at the windows with guns. I was dizzy but I could walk so I started to bring them ammo. I learned how to load rifles and to

    prepare dressings for the wounded.




    “The Germans were preparing a general assault and soon their machine-gunners penetrated the buildings after shelling and mortar fire. Hand-to-hand fighting started. They took us boys

    together with some soldiers to a POW camp. The conditions were hideous. The people were being starved. The day started with carts arriving at the camp onto which the POWs had to load the dead.

    Then they took them to the forest to bury the bodies.”




    Anastasia Arshinova was one of the women who helped defend the fortress. The wife of an officer and mother of two children, she was also an expert rider, sharpshooter and nurse.
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