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FOREWORD


Few military operations conducted during the Soviet-German War 1941–1945 had more varied dimensions and significance than the Red Army’s offensive in Hungary, which began in October 1944, and the ensuing siege of Hungary’s capital, Budapest, on the Danube river. Militarily, this offensive, together with the siege of Budapest and German counteractions designed to restore its fortunes in the Danube basin, represented the culminating stage of offensive operations the Soviet Army began in August 1944 to drive Axis forces from the entire Balkans region. Politically, the offensive was a Soviet attempt to continue the dissolution of Hitler’s Axis alliance by driving Hungary from the war. Economically, the offensive began a five-month-long struggle for possession of Budapest and the nearby vital oilfields of the Lake Balaton region, which provided much of the fuel for the panzers and aircraft of Hitler’s Army and Luftwaffe. Underscoring the significance of this and other operations in Hungary and Austria, in early February 1945 Stalin’s Red Army would shift the focal point of its strategic offensive operations away from the approaches to Berlin and towards western Hungary and Vienna in the heart of the strategically vital Danube basin.


Kamen Nevenkin’s new book examines one aspect of this five-month struggle, specifically, the Red Army’s attempts to reach and seize Budapest by a coup de main in late October and early November 1944. After accurately detailing both Hitler’s and Stalin’s fixation on Budapest, as well as their respective strategies for seizing or retaining the region, Nevenkin provides a riveting narrative of the ensuing combat during the Red Army’s initial drive to capture the city. He exploits a wide range of newly available Russian archival materials and long-existing but only weakly exploited German unit records, juxtaposed against a host of old and new memoirs by commanders and private soldiers alike, to track the course of the offensive during late October and early November from both the German and the Soviet perspectives. Unlike previous accounts, where known German formations fought against ghostlike Russian masses, this study brings alive the actions of specific forces on specific days and the successes and frustrations experienced by each side and their commanders and soldiers.


This is operational military history at its best, where commanders lead identifiable forces, successfully or unsuccessfully, on a recognisable battlefield of villages, towns, and open spaces. On this battlefield, as always, the customary fog of war rules, replete with examples of successes, failures, surprises, and inevitable human frustration. This lively narrative is backed up by clear and understandable maps so necessary to dispel the fog and explain to the reader what actually happened and why.


This reader hopes that this volume is only the first of many intended to lift the veil on all of the operations conducted in the Budapest region from their beginning to their end in March 1945.





David M. Glantz


Carlisle, Pennsylvania








[Before retiring from the US Army in December 1993, Colonel David M. Glantz served for over 30 years in various field artillery, intelligence, teaching, and research assignments in Europe and Vietnam, taught at the United States Military Academy, the Combat Studies Institute and Army War College. He founded and directed the US Army’s Foreign (Soviet) Military Studies Office. He has written or co-authored more than 60 books as well as hundreds of articles on Soviet military strategy, intelligence, and deception and the history of the Red Army, Soviet military history, and World War II.]
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LIKE CLAUSEWITZ; ALMOST


1


Hitler had always shared the view of Clausewitz that ‘war is a continuation of politics by different means.’ During the war he repeatedly maintained the primacy of political over military considerations in the formulation of his strategic plans. This became especially evident in the last year of the war when the Führer began increasingly to concentrate his armoured reserves in certain regions in order to achieve given political objectives. In late 1944 there were two such areas: Hungary and the Ardennes. Even though these battlefields were geographically distant, in Hitler’s mind they were tightly bounded to each other by one thing: oil.


Hitler still believed that his forces might be able to stand fast for a long time if they could deliver a heavy blow in the West before the end of the year. One such successful offensive, he hoped, would cause a split among the Allies and force London and Washington to seek a separate peace with Germany. In turn, this would allow the Third Reich to concentrate its efforts exclusively on the Eastern Front. The Führer also hoped that a successful outcome of the attack in the Ardennes would buy more time for the armament industry to produce enough of the new advanced weapons – heavy tanks, jet aircraft, diesel-electric submarines, V2 ballistic missiles – and to complete the development programs of other ‘wonder weapons’, such as the nuclear bomb.


That autumn the bad weather was producing rain, fog and low-lying clouds that grounded the mighty Allied Air Force and caused supply problems for Eisenhower’s forces. The front line, which now was running along the prewar German border, was far shorter than it had been on the eve of the Normandy landing. This was advantageous for the Germans: it eased supply difficulties, increased manoeuvrability, made them less vulnerable to enemy air attacks and less dependent on radio communications (and therefore decreased the impact of Ultra interceptions). It seemed to Hitler that fate itself had sent him this grey autumn and that a favourable opportunity had come at last to realise his plans for a major offensive.


The planning began in mid-September and on 8 October Colonel-General Jodl, the Chief of Staff of the High Command of the Armed Forces (OKW), presented a draft plan for the attack to be mounted in the end of November.1 A mighty force of 32 divisions (including 12 panzer and panzer-grenadier) would strike through the Ardennes towards Antwerp, capturing Brussels in the process. The effect of this would be to entrap and destroy all of the Allied forces operating in the Low Countries. It was clear that the American lines would be breached, but the rapid exploitation of the initial success depended heavily on the available fuel stocks.2 And they were scarce. So scarce that the German commanders had to rely on captured fuel dumps to fulfil the planned objectives.


The Third Reich was fuel starved and the signs were everywhere. In the West the daily allowance of gasoline dropped to about 5 tons per division; in the Balkans the retreating Army Groups F and E could hardly count on any deliveries of fuel for the first fortnight of November and drastic economy measures were imposed; in Italy some panzer units were getting 7 per cent or less of their authorised gasoline allocation; on the Eastern Front the stocks of aviation spirit were at so low a level that the Luftwaffe could no longer provide adequate air support to the ground forces; the Kriegsmarine could maintain the U-Boat warfare at its present level only at the expense of the allocations of diesel fuel to the surface warships.3


The training of the reserves was also deeply affected. The practical exercises in the SS-panzer divisions of Oberstgruppenführer Sepp Dietrich’s 6 Panzer-Army, which was destined to be the principal strike force for the impending offensive in the West, were severely hampered by the fuel shortages; there was virtually no fuel for tactical training or for the training of the drivers.4 The same applied to the Luftwaffe and Kriegsmarine, where the training hours of the pilots and crews were reduced.5 The lack of fuel could be sensed even more tangibly in the everyday life of Nazi Germany: road and water transport almost ceased, the production of war material, industrial and agricultural goods declined and even paramilitary organisations, such as Organisation Todt and Reichsarbeitsdienst (RAD), functioned with great difficulty. Still worse, although fighter aircraft production had reached its climax in September 1944 (3031 single-engine fighters were delivered),6 the Air Fleet ‘Reich’ was less and less capable of defending the towns and factories, because there wasn’t enough fuel. The pilots showed courage and self-sacrifice, but were unable to appear in any significant strength to cause any serious damage to the Allied bomber armadas.
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Only a few months earlier the fuel situation had been quite comfortable for the Germans. Then the oil supplies of the Third Reich had been coming from two different sources: imports and crude or/and finished petroleum products and gasoline produced by the powerful German chemical industry through synthesis of coal, air and water as raw materials. The natural oil obtained from the oilfields in Romania (Ploiesti), Hungary (Nagykanizsa), Austria (Zisterdorf), Lower Saxony (Harz region) and Galicia (Drogobycz), together with production from the synthetic oil industry, guaranteed that the Wehrmacht could still operate efficiently despite the increasing pressure on all fronts. Everything changed in the spring of 1944 when the Axis chemical and oil industries were selected as a top priority target by the Allied Bomber Command and from the beginning of April 1944 were hit hard. During the summer the production of the chemical works decreased considerably, while the normal functioning of the Ploiesti installations literally ceased and by the time the Soviets seized the area at the end of August, the Romanian oilfields had only a symbolic significance and were making little practical contribution to the Nazi war effort.


The effect of the bombing raids was cumulative. During an interrogation held shortly after the war, Albert Speer, the Hitler’s Minister of armaments, confessed:





The shortage of liquid fuel first made itself felt in the aviation categories. The stocks of Romanian natural oil in Germany enabled the manufacture of both motor spirit and diesel fuels to be continued for several months further.


In considering this question account must be taken of the OKW reserve and at the same time of the reduction in the quantities in circulation.


In the Luftwaffe the shortage of liquid fuel became insupportable from September 1944 onwards, as from that date the allocation was cut down to 30,000 tons a month, whereas the monthly requirements amounted to between 160,000 and 180,000 tons. So far as the Army was concerned, the shortage of liquid fuel, which in this case was also due to supply difficulties, first became catastrophic at the time of the winter offensive of 16 December 1944…7





Speer did his best to show the Führer the implications of the catastrophe. On 30 August he sent the following top-secret report to Hitler:





My Führer,





The last air attacks have again hit the most important chemical works heavily. Thereby the three hydrogenation plants, Leuna, Breux and Poelitz, although only recently in commission again, have been brought to a complete standstill for some weeks.


As the home defence against enemy air attacks promises no appreciably greater results in September as against August, chemical (oil) production in September must now be considerably decreased.


Nevertheless, no effort will be spared to restore the hydrogenation plants so that past production, at least, can be made possible in a short time.


The effect of these new raids on the entire chemical industry are extraordinary, as severe shortages will occur not only in liquid fuels but also in various other important fields of chemistry …


With these results the enemy has hit the chemical industry so heavily that only by abnormal changes in the conditions is there any hope for the retention of the bases for powder and explosives (Methanol), Buna (Methanol and nitrogen for explosives and agriculture). At the same time the loss in carburettor and diesel fuels is so widespread that even the severest measures will not be able to prevent bad effects on the mobility of the troops at the front.


The possibility of moving troops at the front will therefore be so restricted that planned operations in October will no longer be able to take place. With this fuel situation offensive moves will be impossible.


The flow necessary for the supply of the troops and the home country will therefore be paralysed in the late autumn of this year, since substitute fuels, such as producer gas, are also inadequate to provide the essential help in all sectors …


If the attacks on the chemical industry continue in the same strength and with the same precision in September as in August, the output of the chemical industry will drop still further and the last stocks will be consumed.


This means that those materials which are necessary for the continuation of modern war will be lacking in the most important fields.8





Another report followed shortly afterwards. Even though it was dealing with several important issues, like the shortages of metal-containing ores, it once again was focused predominantly on the fuel situation. Speer guaranteed that if adequate air cover was provided, the following quantities would be delivered to the Wehrmacht every month from October onwards:











	

aviation fuel  




	

100,000 tons









	

J2 fuel for jet aircraft




	

15,000 tons









	

carburettor fuel




	

95,000 tons









	

diesel fuel




	

68,000 tons









	

heating fuel




	

80,000 tons















But what is most important for us in the document in question is that, perhaps for the first time, the importance of the Hungarian oilfields was underlined; according to Speer, the Magyar state could deliver 75,000 tons of crude oil every month.9 The Ploiesti area had just been lost and from that moment on ‘the Hungarian oilfields’ would become for Hitler a magic talisman against which no one could argue. Before long the Nagykanizsa oil region would lose its simple geographical meaning and turn into a spell that could work miracles.


In September the Wehrmacht finally managed to stabilise the battlefronts in the East, Italy and the West; Hitler’s most urgent problem now became how to safeguard the rapidly decreasing stocks of fuel. There were further air raids on the chemical plants and for some time the output ceased completely. Nevertheless, it was the Allies who gave the Führer a breathing space. In spite of the orders of the Combined Chiefs of Staff, during September and October only 10 per cent of the bomb tonnage was dropped over oil targets compared with more than 25 per cent in July and August.10 This allowed Speer to rebuild the oil installations and to increase production. In November it amounted roughly to 96,000 tons, which was only one third of what had been produced in April but it was a major improvement that allowed Hitler, by imposing strict economies, to conserve his stocks and to postpone the crisis for a short while. Very welcome assistance was provided by the bad weather, which that autumn arrived unexpectedly early and gave the oil installations in the Eastern Germany and Czechoslovakia air cover that was beyond the capabilities of the Luftwaffe.11 Stabilisation of the frontlines was of course a blessing. In the summer the Wehrmacht had needed more than 300,000 tons of motor fuel and aviation spirit per month; in October, when warfare shifted predominantly to static defence, only about 97,000 tons were consumed.12


Speer’s September report expressed a little bit more optimism than in the previous month. On 5 October he submitted a document to Hitler where once again the importance of the Hungarian oil region was emphasised:





My Führer,





After the last attacks on the hydrogenation plants and refineries repair of those works is still found to be possible in a relatively short time as the number of men employed on this work has been increased.


If no new attacks take place we may count in October on the following quantities, which include the fuel gained from the German and Hungarian mineral oil production:











	

Aviation fuel (September production: 9400 tons)




	

64,000 tons









	

Carburettor fuel (September: 48,400 tons)




	

60,600 tons









	

Diesel fuel (September: 77,300 tons)




	

100,300 tons















… The troops will forego fighter support, which cannot give them essential relief nowadays, if they know that in this way their fuel basis is secured and that munition supplies will not cease owing to lack of powder and explosives.


Front officers in the West, whose supplies of weapons, tanks and munition have improved during the last fortnight, know only one concern and question: Will it be possible to supply the fuel for future operations or will the air attacks of the enemy prevent this?…13





The output of the Hungarian oilfields at Nagykanizsa gradually increased and reached its wartime peak in 1943, when 837,710 tons were produced.14 However, already in the next year, due to the natural run-down of the available oil, the accelerated wear and tear on machinery, the decrease in productivity and last but not least, by Allied bombing, the production started to decline. During the spring and the summer of 1944 the Magyar oil installations and refineries, as well those in Austria, became one of the priority targets of the Allied Air Forces. This approach proved to be effective; of the seven big refineries producing a yearly 1,025,000 tons of oil, five were almost completely out of commission by November 1944.15 By the end of September the Bomber Command considered its work done and in October the Allied Intelligence reported the following:





Austria: Only a small quantity of crude oil has been processed during the month. Repairs to several refineries are being pressed forward; two of them may be ready to resume operations shortly.


Hungary: All the refineries are out of operation or in Russian hands.16





In October and November the Allied bombers made no attacks on oil targets outside the Ruhr-Rhineland area and this definitely had given respite to Hitler and further increased the worth of the Nagykanizsa and Zisterdorf oilfields in his eyes. We may judge the importance of the Hungarian oil for the Nazi war machine from the following words from Speer during his post-war interrogation:





It proved possible to maintain a minimum production of motor spirit and diesel oil right up to the end of the war because the supply of crude, including that from the Hungarian oil fields, was sufficient to produce 60,000 tons of each type of fuel per month.17





But for the Führer the value of the Hungarian plain was not limited to the oilfields only. The Székesfehérvár region was the German industry’s primary supplier of bauxite, a heterogeneous, naturally occurring material from which aluminum is produced. The Úrkút mine, just west of Veszprém, was the Third Reich’s last remaining source of manganese, a key component in iron and steel making. Magyar industry, of which the major plants were grouped in the northern and northwestern parts of the country, as well in and around Budapest, was closely bound to Germany. But Hungary has long been an agricultural country and its importance as a food exporter was well known to the Führer; in 1944 alone 50,000 tons of meat were ‘sold’ by Budapest to its ‘partner’.18 In the autumn of 1944 Hungary was Germany’s last significant European ally and as such granted protection to the southern lands of the Reich in general and in particular to the ‘Vienna gate’, the Austrian armament industry and the Zisterdorf oilfields.
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Hitler had recognised the geopolitical importance of Hungary long ago. During a visit Horthy paid to the Wolfschanze HQ in East Prussia, the Führer made the following prophetic statement to the Magyar regent: ‘The war would be lost should the Russians overrun the Hungarian plants.’19 It is no wonder that when he learned about the intentions of Budapest to leave the war, Hitler ordered his troops to occupy Hungary and in March 1944 forced Horthy to appoint a collaborationist government under the ‘narrow-minded’ Lieutenant-General Döme Sztójay, a long-serving ambassador to Berlin. But the new Hungarian cabinet only nominally governed the country; the Austrian-born Führer was traditionally suspicious20 towards the Hungarians and, in order to impose full control over his ally, appointed a staff of his own trusted men.


SS-Standartenführer Dr Edmund Veesenmayer, a former high-school teacher from Bavaria, became the actual ruler of the state (his official position was ‘Minister 1st Class and Plenipotentiary of the Reich in Hungary’). He was ‘amongst the best-trained of the party diplomats, an extremely cunning man and, being a Nazi, a worshipper of Hitler and rabidly anti-Semitic. Otherwise he had an excellent bearing and a quick mind.’21 The other ‘key players’ were SS-Obergruppenführer Dr Otto Winkelmann, a chief of the Police and SS in Hungary (Höherer SS und Polizeiführer or HSSPf in short), SS-Sturmbannführer Dr Wilhelm Hötll, the head of SD in Hungary, SS-Standartenführer Dr Hans Geschke, the chief of the Gestapo in Hungary, SS-Obergruppenführer Karl Pfeffer-Wildenbruch, the commander of the Waffen-SS in Hungary (Befehlshaber der Waffen-SS Ungarn and the notorious SS-Obersturmbannführer Adolf Eichmann, the chief of the Gestapo’s Jewish section. All of them were members of the HSSPf’s staff under Winkelmann, who was the direct and personal representative in Hungary of Himmler himself. Furthermore, the members of the HSSPf’s staff acted as Himmler’s principal liaison officers with the command authorities of the Wehrmacht in Hungary.


[image: images]


Miklós Horthy.


The Gestapo took over the functions of the police and began its bloody activities immediately after the occupation. A number of politicians, statesmen, officers, journalists, academics and other prominent anti-Nazi Hungarians were arrested and sent to the concentration camps. With the help of the leading fascist organisation – Szálasi’s Arrow Cross Party – and the Hungarian Gendarmerie, as well as the approval of sections of the Magyar population, massive persecutions of Jews were carried out. Within two months they escalated to deportations of the latter to the extermination camps in Poland and the Reich. Under the supervision of Eichmann, over 450,000 people (in fact almost all of the provincial Jews) were sent to the camps by the beginning of July and of these less than 120,000 survived the war.


The Magyar economy was harnessed to the Axis war effort. A German economic ‘expert’, a certain Bunzler, remained in Hungary with a large staff. The Jewish-owned plants were taken over by the SS while the others were put under strict German control. ‘Internal politics and economic life in Hungary were at the complete mercy of a hopeless war and the German terror, not to mention the unfortunate regime of Sztójay and company,’ wrote Géza Lakatos, the last premier-minister of Horthy’s era. ‘Robbery and looting were the order of the day and the Sztójay government actively helped the systematic plundering of the country’s crops and livestock for export to Germany.’22


[image: images]


These SS-troops of the 22 SS-Cavalry Division stand in the garden of the Royal Palace in Buda after the successful Arrow Cross putsch of 15 October 1944. (Charles Trang)


[image: images]


A Hungarian soldier and an SS-cavalryman have a talk in the aftermath of the Arrow Cross coup near one of the King Tigers of Heavy-Panzer-Battalion 503, Budapest, 16 October 1944. (Charles Trang)


In spite of the efforts of the new regime, the decrease in the Hungarian industrial production, which had been steadily declining since the autumn of the previous year, could not be reversed. The equipment in the plants and factories began to wear out and even the most ruthless exploitation of natural resources could not increase output. The German takeover of 19 March 1944 worsened the economic situation. The costs of the occupation were transferred to the Hungarian budget. Mobilisation of the Honvédség, the mass deportations of the Jews and sabotage of production by resistance groups, plus the Allied bombing raids, all accelerated the disintegration of the economy.


For Hitler, however, it was still very much worthwhile. During the night conference of 31 July/1 August in Wolfsschanze, while discussing the situation in Southeast Europe, he stated:





Nevertheless, we must meet certain safeguards. The most critical safeguard is and will remain the initial securing of the Hungarian area – the only possible substitute for the sources of food that we lose otherwise, and also a source of many raw materials: bauxite, manganese and so on. But above all for transport purposes – the pre-requisite for the Southeast. Securing the Hungarian area is of essential importance to us – so important that we can’t overestimate it at all. We first must think about what in terms of new troop arrangements we can either bring in or build up there, to be able at any time, if necessary, to anticipate or prevent a Hungarian coup d’etat against Herr Horthy.23





The mounting crisis in all the European theatres during the summer of 1944 eventually forced Hitler to face the truth that some areas, such as the Balkans, could not be held. That is why in August he asked Speer to analyse how long the war would last if the Third Reich evacuated Finland, Norway, Italy and the Balkans and fall back into the so-called ‘minimum economic region’. In the south/southeast, the border of this ‘region’ was to run along the Alps, the river Sava in Serbia and the river Tisza in Hungary.24


In September the final verdict on Hitler’s ‘minimum economic region’ was ready. In many respects this report would map out the German strategy for the rest of the war, which makes it worth summarising:





1)  The following areas are considered of critical importance for the industry of the Reich:


a)  Southern Norway – 50 per cent of the total supply of Molybdenum and the most significant proportion of ferrosilicon


Western Slovakia and Hungary/Budapest – major production sites for aircraft assembly and weapon manufacturing factories


b)  Hungary – 90 per cent of Bauxite supply


c)  Minette area in Lorraine – 22 per cent of steel production





2)  The production capacity of the Reich and the following areas:


Italy (south of the Alps, east of Trieste)


Croatia (the Sava line)


Hungary (the Tisza line)


a)  Mineral oil – from October to December 1944 for Wehrmacht (including the Hungarian production), monthly


Aviation fuel – 100,000 tons


Carburettor fuel – 95,000 tons


J2 for jet fighters – 15,000 tons


Diesel fuel – 68,000 tons


Heating oil – 80,000 tons


b)  Bauxite – Aluminium stocks will be exhausted in the fourth quarter of 1944. The aluminium supplies depend on the supplies of bauxite.


Western Hungary: monthly 75,000 tons = 13,000 tons aluminum content


In the spring of 1945 in the Upper Danube: 15,000 tons = 2200 tons aluminum content


Demands of Luftwaffe: 23,000 tons per month


The demand for the fourth quarter of 1944 could be met. In 1945 the output will be reduced by 25 per cent, which will make itself felt in 1946.


c)  Chrome – (85 per cent of the output – for steel-refining)


The main source: New Bulgaria. Stocks in the Reich, 1.9.1944: 33,000 tons.


Monthly demand: 3900 tons, reducible to 3200 tons. Available quantities: for 10 months. The chrome-dependent military production will phase out in early 1946.


d)  Antimony (alloys of lead) – 70 per cent for accumulators for tanks and submarines, the rest – in the cable manufacturing, ammunition and chemical industry


23 per cent of the output – from Serbia.


Stocks in the Reich, 1.8.1944: 2200 tons.


Monthly delivery from Western Slovakia and Hungary: 150 tons.


Monthly consumption: 400 tons. Estimated availability: 3 years.


Antimony demand 3 months after the cessation of the production of submarine batteries.


e)  Molybdenum –75 per cent for steel-strengthening, 25 per cent for electrical engineering, fuel synthesis and chemical industry.


Stocks in the Reich, 1.7.1944: 400 tons.


Monthly consumption: 74 tons. Total supply from the Balkans and Southern Norway: 76 tons. After the loss of these sources the total monthly supply will be reduced to 21 tons. Reduction of the monthly consumption down to 65 tons is possible. Available quantities: for 9 months. If replaced with tungsten: 13 months. The molybdenum-dependent production will phase out in April 1946.


f)  Nickel Stockpiles, 1.8.1944: 8900 tons. Supply after the loss of Finland and Southern Norway: 200 tons per month. Production in the Reich could be increased to 400 tons per month by December 1945. Full coverage of the needs until the end of 1945, after that only 50 per cent of this quantity could be ensured. One has to take into account that from mid-1946 onwards nickel-dependent production will be reduced by half.


g)  Zinc stockpiles, 1.8.1944: 195,000 tons. Monthly supply: 23,000 tons. Available quantities: for 41 months. Shortages of zinc will occur in the industry by July-August 1948.


h)  Copper stockpiles: 365,000 tons for 27 months.


i)   Lead stockpiles, 1.8.1944: 204,000 tons. Monthly supply: 13,200 tons (excluding the Balkans). Monthly consumption: 18,000 tons. Available quantities: for 42 months (until the spring of 1948).


j)   Ferrosilicon (for steel-strengthening). Total monthly supply: 9735 tons (including 3200 tons from Norway, 335 tons from Sweden and 2,200 tons from Italy). Stockpiles: 14,100 tons. Monthly consumption: 7200 tons. Available quantities (less Norway, Sweden and Italy): for 4½ months.


Alternative: conversion of the carbide ovens in the Reich from the production of Ferrosilicon; required saving of production of 3000 tons of nitrogen per month.


k)  Manganese ore (for steel-strengthening). The production of 2.6 million tons of crude steel monthly requires 7000 tons of manganese ore. These are delivered from
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The difference of 3000 tons could be met till the end of 1946 from the manganese stocks of 86,800 tons. After the loss of Hungary and Slovakia the manganese supplies will last until the end of 1945. The production will start suffering from the lack of manganese by July 1945.





i)   Sulphur (dependent on the production of Norway). Stockpiles: 40,000 tons. Monthly consumption: 16,000 tons.


In 1944 the chemical plants of the Reich will keep producing 7–8000 tons monthly, by the end of 1945 there will be 16,000 tons of sulphur already produced.25





By the time the report was completed, the Third Reich had lost the Romanian oil, the Finnish nickel and molybdenum, the French bauxite, the Swedish iron ore and the Balkan chromium and manganese, but Speer estimated that the loss of the peripheral European territories, especially the Balkans, would not immediately paralyse the German war economy. The most serious effects were foreseen in food supplies; the minimum required by the working population would not be ensured in the long run. Regarding industry, Speer’s experts estimated that Germany could hold out until early 1946, although not much longer, but only assuming the absence of Allied air raids.26


Some of Speer’s estimates were based on bizarre calculations. He concluded, for instance, that the copper stocks were satisfactory, but the 450,000-ton stock of copper included ‘copper registered but not yet mobilised’, e.g. church bells.27 On the other hand, it had been estimated that bauxite stocks would be exhausted earlier than copper. The situation with so-called special steels was disastrous. Because of the scarcity of steel-alloy metals, the alloy content of armour and gun shells was to be reduced. The production of carbide-core ammunition almost ceased. ‘If the present production of special steels is continued, chrome supplies will be exhausted by 1 January 1945,’ Speer concluded.28


By mid-October the Soviets were about to cross the ‘border’ of the ‘minimum economic region’ and their final victory seemed to be close. They did not yet know that the Führer already had made his mind up; Hungary would be the place where he would make his last stand. And Hungary would become the centre of his universe, his last hope for survival, his curse and obsession.
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AN EXEMPLARY ARRANGEMENT OF LARGE ISSUES


1


Every dictator has his fears and Joseph Stalin was no exception. In the late 1920s, he was afraid that he might lose out in the power struggle with the other ‘old Bolsheviks’ of Lenin’s immediate circle. In the 1930s he worried that opposition to his policies was growing. In the late 1930s, he thought the military was planning a coup against him. But after the victory at Stalingrad Stalin was at least no longer afraid of losing the war; it was evident to everybody that the downfall of the Reich was just a matter of time. From that moment on, only one thing haunted Stalin’s waking thoughts and dreams: that his allies, and Churchill in particular, would land somewhere in the Balkans, advance straight to the north and steal a large piece of Europe from him. This scenario never left him for a minute.


These fears were not without foundation. At the Tehran conference in November 1943 an agreement was reached that the Allied offensive of 1944 would take place in Northern France and nowhere else and all plans for a landing in the Balkans or bringing Turkey into the war were rejected. Thus Churchill was kept away from the Soviet southern flank. Nevertheless, in the months that followed the British Premier continued to toy with the idea of reaching Central Europe before Stalin via Austria and the Balkans. Even in September 1944, when the Red Army had already reached the Carpathian basin, Churchill still believed that his idea was realisable:





I was very anxious to forestall the Russians in certain areas of Central Europe. The Hungarians, for instance, had expressed their intention of resisting the Soviet advance, but would surrender to a British force if it could arrive in time. If the Germans either evacuated Italy or retired to the Alps I much desired that Alexander1 should be enabled to make his amphibious thrust across the Adriatic, seize and occupy the Istrian peninsula, and try to reach Vienna before the Russians.2





This is especially evident in the British plans outlined by Field-Marshal Alan Brooke at the Quebec conference (12–16 September 1944). During the first meeting of the Combined Chiefs of Staff at noon on 12 September, Brooke said the he thought that the troops of Army Group C might fail in their retreat to the Alps and be annihilated in the Po plain. In that case, and if the Germans also withdrew from the Balkans, the way to the so-called ‘Ljubljana gap’ might be open, and from there to Vienna, which could be reached during the winter.3 The Americans did not object in principle to the British proposal and were willing to leave their landing craft in the Mediterranean. On 13 September Churchill commented with satisfaction that ‘the idea of our going to Vienna, if the war lasts long enough and if other people do not get there first, is fully accepted here.’4


By 16 September the Combined Chiefs of Staff had completed their final report to the British Prime Minister and the American President and it was read during the final day of the conference. Their recommendations about the Italian theatre were as follows:





1.  No major units should be withdrawn from Italy


2.  The American 5th Army should remain in Italy for the time being


3.  The assault shipping should be retained ‘at present’ for use in the Istrian peninsula.5





After the reading of the document Churchill thanked Admiral King for ‘promising to lend us his landing craft for an attack on the Istrian peninsula’. In turn, King emphasised that the assault ships would also be needed for a landing in Burma and ‘we must therefore make up our minds about invading Istria by 15 October.’6


True to their obligations as Allies, on 19 September Churchill and Roosevelt sent a joint message to Stalin. They did not even make an attempt to mask their real intentions:





We have arrived at the following decisions as to military operations in our conference at Quebec just concluded:





Our present operations in Italy will result in either: (A) The forces of Kesselring7 will be routed, in which event it should be possible to undertake a rapid regrouping and a pursuit toward the Ljubljana Gap; or (B) Kesselring will succeed in effecting an orderly retreat, in which event we may have to be content this year with the clearing of the plains of Lombardy.


The progress of the battle will determine our future action. Plans are being prepared for an amphibious operation to be carried out, if the situation so demands, on the Istrian peninsula.8





In the same spirit of frank diplomatic communication, on 22 September the Allied Mediterranean Command, which was quartered in Caserta, near Naples, refused any armistice negotiations with Horthy’s envoys. Hungary was now within the Soviet zone of military operations, so the Magyar Regent was told to treat with the person he deeply distrusted: Joseph Stalin. The elderly Admiral, who had been hoping to surrender honourably to the Western Allies, now had no other choice but to send a mission to Moscow.


The above moves were, as a matter of fact, a clear message to the Kremlin: ‘We give you Hungary and, possibly, Yugoslavia, but we won’t let you take Austria and enter Bavaria. If you have any other objectives in mind, let’s talk.’


Stalin took this frankness as a clear warning. He used the visit of Marshal Tito, the leader of the Yugoslavian communist partisans, in Moscow (21–28 September 1944) to reach a conclusion about the conduct of the joint operations against the German troops in the Balkans. Yugoslavia, however, was an official member of the Anti-Nazi coalition and therefore the status of the Soviet troops had to be determined before the beginning of the offensive. That is why on 26 September Moscow informed London and Washington about the forthcoming entry of the Red Army into Yugoslavian territory and emphasised the fact that it would be done following a request by the Soviets to the Yugoslavian command for permission and its purpose would be to bring more troops to the Hungarian battlefield.9


With this move the sly Stalin effectively countered the ambitions of his Western partners to forestall him in ‘certain areas’. He set a political trap; from that moment on every Allied country intending to enter or cross Yugoslavian territory would feel obligated to ask Tito for permission. Stalin’s latest trick was soon broadcast all over the world: on 29 September the Soviet news agency TASS announced that the ‘National Committee of Liberation of Yugoslavia and the Command of the Yugoslavian Peoples Liberation Army’ had ‘agreed to fulfil the request of the Soviet Command’ for a ‘temporary entry permit’ for ‘that Yugoslavian territory which borders with Hungary’ and that the Soviet troops would leave Yugoslavia once the ‘operational tasks’ were completed.10


2


The rapid progress of the Soviet drive through the Balkans raised more acutely the problem of coordination and separation of responsibilities in Southeast Europe between Moscow and the Western Allies. The question was posed for the first time by London in the spring of 1944 because no official demarcation line had been set in Teheran. In June Roosevelt recognised a provisional demarcation line between the Allies and the Soviets for a period of three months. But by the end of the Quebec conference that period had elapsed and now Churchill was more anxious to discuss these problems in person with Stalin. On his initiative a meeting was arranged in Moscow, which was scheduled to start on 9 October.11 En route to Moscow Churchill landed in Naples on 8 October and attended a meeting of the Mediterranean Command to discuss how the Italian deadlock could be broken.


In spite of the fact that in Italy the advance of Alexander’s multinational 15th Army Group was almost brought to a halt by ammunition shortages and lack of reinforcements, the British planners were still full of optimism that the changing situation in the Balkans offered considerable opportunities for a quick victory. There seemed to be two possible ways by which this could be done: amphibious attack on the Istria peninsula, including Trieste, or landing south of Fiume and advance to the north towards Trieste.12


Since neither of the options stood out as preferable, General Wilson, the Supreme Allied Commander of the Mediterranean Theatre, was asked to examine in more detail the particular implications of the amphibious attacks and to prepare a report to the Combined Chiefs of Staffs as soon as possible. The report was ready on 10 October, but its conclusions were quite discouraging; it turned out that a sea-borne attack on Istria in 1944 would be impossible. Still worse, Wilson emphasised, the Allied efforts in Italy now seemed unlikely to contribute in the near future to the overall campaign in the West.13


3


Even though the prospects on the southern wing of the Eastern Front looked bright, at the end of September 1944 Stalin was still concerned about Churchill’s next move. The dictator was highly suspicious of the attitude of his Allies in the region, be they the British or the Yugoslav communists. ‘He trusted nothing but what he held in his fist, and everyone beyond the control of his police was a potential enemy,’ wrote Milovan Djilas, a member of the Yugoslav communist mission to Moscow in 1944, after the war.14 Stalin knew that in the course of the summer of 1944 Churchill several times had tested Tito’s willingness to support an eventual landing in Istria and each time the reply was evasive. Therefore it is no wonder that during their meeting in Moscow in late September 1944 Stalin pressed Tito for a definitive answer about his attitude if the British really did force a landing in Yugoslavia. ‘The Yugoslavs will fight,’ Tito promised.15


As the meeting with the British leader drew near, Stalin’s nervousness grew. He viewed Churchill’s diplomatic overtures simply as an attempt to defeat him in the great game of global politics and Churchill himself as ‘the kind of man who will pick your pocket for a kopeck if you don’t watch him.’16 Stalin planned to make Central Europe completely his own and needed to hold the trump cards. The conquest of the Hungarian kingdom could become such a card. The peace negotiations with Horthy’s representatives were about to lead to a repetition of the Romanian ‘scenario’, but nothing was certain yet. Colonel-General Sergei Shtemenko, then head of the Operations Department of the General Staff, recalls the emotional state of the ‘Father of the Peoples’ on the eve of the summit:





Antonov17 was assigned to prepare the report on the situation at the front, which as usual was drawn up in the Operations Department of the General Staff … On the eve of the first day of talks,18 the Supreme Commander sent for the report so that he could look it over … Stalin was alone. Without asking any questions, he greeted me, took the report, and went into his office. He filled his pipe, started puffing at it, and sat down at his desk quite unhurriedly …


I sat down not far away, ready to answer questions; but Stalin proceeded to correct the report, snuffling and grunting as he did so, without asking any questions.


When he had almost reached the end, the Supreme Commander indicated a passage in the text with his red pencil, and said, ‘Right here, Comrade Shtemenko, we’ll describe our plans a bit more forcefully than in the draft report. We’ll say that we’ll strive to reach the German border sooner, and for that purpose we’ll first smash Hungary. Our main interest will lie here, in Hungary …’19





Of course, Stalin did not intend to prevail through strategic arguments alone. Miklós Horthy, the elderly Magyar Regent, could also be a great asset. Horthy had already begun to consider strategies for surrendering to the Allies in the summer of 1944. He clearly demonstrated his willingness to leave the sinking ship by stopping the deportations of the Hungarian Jews to the death camps (in July) and by dismissing Sztójay’s pro-Nazi government (in late August). The next logical step was to send truce envoys to the enemy camp, first to Bari and then to Moscow.


The Magyar peace delegation arrived in Moscow on 1 October. By the time of the above-mentioned meeting of Stalin with the leadership of the General Staff, the negotiations were already in full swing. Soviet hopes that the ‘Romanian scenario’ could be repeated were high, and Stalin and his entourage expected that before long the Red Army would be standing at the gates of Vienna, ready to pour into Bavaria.


4


In Hungary there was one man who had been initiated into Stalin’s plans. His name was Marshal Semyon Timoshenko, the Stavka representative for the 2nd and 4th Ukrainian Fronts and in reality supreme warlord of the southern wing of the Red Army. The 49-year-old shaven-headed Ukrainian was a friend and supporter of Stalin for over 25 years and this special relationship ensured rapid advance in his military career.


Timoshenko was brave, merciless and fully devoted to the communist cause. As a field commander he was not successful; he was incompetent and unable to handle military complexities. Having previously held positions as a front commander, in the spring of 1943 he was relieved of front-line duty and since then had been used as Stalin’s plenipotentiary on various sectors of the Eastern front.
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Marshal Semyon Timoshenko, the Stavka representative with the 2nd and the 4th Ukrainian Fronts.


[image: images]


The Battle of Debrecen (6–28 October 1944), as discussed in Chapters 2 and 4.


Stalin was well aware of Timoshenko’s limited military skills; on the eve of the German invasion he characterised him as ‘a fine person with a big head, but with a brain the size of a fig’.20 Nevertheless, he respected him for his boundless fidelity. It was definitely this that led to Timishenko’s last wartime assignment: in May 1944 the Marshal was appointed Stavka representative21 for the 2nd and 3rd Ukrainian Fronts.22 In other words, he was chosen to lead the Soviet conquest of Southern Germany.


During the first week of October Timoshenko summoned the commanders of the 2nd and 4th Ukrainian Front to discuss future actions in Hungary in view of the upcoming visit of Churchill to Moscow. Special attention was given to Budapest itself. After the speeches of the front commanders, the member of the military council of 4th Ukrainian Front General Mekhlis and the chief of staff of the 4th Ukrainian, General Korzhenevich, who commented on the conduct of operations, Timoshenko summarised the meeting and formulated the conclusions:





We shall bypass Budapest to the north and the south, aiming minimal forces for direct assault. As far as I know, forthcoming negotiations of comrades Stalin and Molotov with Churchill and Eden in Moscow will demand a prompt decision on the Hungarian question, therefore we can’t count on long preparations for the operation.23


5


The ambitious Soviet offensive that was intended to solve once and for all the ‘Hungarian question’ began on 6 October. Marshal Malinovsky, the commander of the 2nd Ukrainian Front, was aiming to cut the rear communications of the Axis troops defending the Carpathians (Army Group South) and destroy them before they could withdraw to the western bank of the river Tisza. The town of Debrecen, the largest traffic junction in that part of the country, was to fall into the hands of the Red Army by 9 October.
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A battery of Soviet 76mm ZiS-3 guns towed by lend-lease trucks across the Tisza, autumn 1944. (The Photo Archive of the Ministry of Defence of Bulgaria)


From the very beginning, however, the Debrecen Operation did not go as planned. At Nagyvárad the powerful mobile formations unleashed by Malinovsky ran into a determined enemy defence and their advance stalled. On the other hand, on the left flank General Shlemin’s 46th Army made very good progress and during the night of 10/11 October seized Szeged. Now the Soviets were in possession of an important bridgehead on the western bank of the Tisza, which would allow them to launch an attack on Budapest from the south.
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Romanian infantry cross the Tisza via a pontoon bridge, autumn 1944. (The Photo Archive of the Ministry of Defence of Bulgaria)


Shlemin’s troops were just entering Szeged when Horthy declared that he had accepted the demands of the anti-Nazi coalition and preliminary conditions for an armistice had been worked out at the Moscow peace talks.24 The Hungarians asked that the advance of the Soviet forces on the Budapest axis be held in order to give time for more Hungarian units to concentrate in the vicinity of the capital to counteract any action by the German Army. Stalin agreed and the General Staff issued the necessary instructions. At 16:25 MT25 on 11 October the 2nd Ukrainian Front ordered the 46th Army and its right flank neighbour, the 53rd Army, to hold the already secured bridgeheads over Tisza and switch over to the defensive.26


In accordance with the agreement with Horthy, the Stavka27 sent Malinovsky in person to Szeged for talks with representatives of the Hungarian government on the details of the preliminary conditions of the armistice. Much to Malinovsky’s surprise, the Magyar delegation was led by a colonel (Lóránd Utasi) unprepared to discuss any matters of consequence. The Soviet Marshal tried to obtain more information about the disposition of the Axis forces as well why the Hungarian troops had not withdrawn from the Tisza defensive line, but did not get a sensible reply. Finally he dictated his terms28 to the Hungarian leadership and Utasi returned to Budapest.


On 13 October Malinovsky submitted to the Stavka his plans for the next stage of the Debrecen Operation. In essence, while the main body of the Front would attack towards Debrecen with the objective of speeding up the drive of the 4th Ukrainian Front into the Hungarian Plain and entrapping the Axis forces retreating from Transylvania, the 46th and 53rd Armies would hold their defensive positions along the Tisza, waiting for a favourable opportunity to advance on Budapest from the south. He made no allusion to possible cooperation with the Hungarians or an eventual attack on Budapest.29
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A Soviet rifle battalion of the 37th Rifle Corps moves down a Szeged street, probably on 12 October 1944. (The Photo Archive of the Ministry of Defence of Bulgaria)


Malinovsky also submitted a report to the Supreme Commander about the unsatisfactory course of the talks with the Magyars. When Stalin received it, he instructed Antonov to prepare a note to the head of the Hungarian peace delegation and dictated the text. The note in question, which was signed at 19:25 on 14 October, was in fact nothing but an ultimatum; the Soviets castigated the Magyar government because it ‘had chosen not to fulfil’ the pre-armistice conditions and demanded that within 48 hours of receipt of the note all connections with the Germans had to be broken off, the Germans themselves had to be attacked immediately and the Hungarian Army had to withdraw from Romania, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia.30


Horthy received the Soviet note on the fateful morning of 15 October along with other troubling news. Nevertheless, he dared to take action and by mid-day announced publicly that Hungary had broken her alliance with Nazi Germany. The proclamation was broadcast and repeated many times in several languages. The country was immediately thrown into a state of anarchy, but the situation did not develop beyond that point. Malinovsky and Timoshenko waited and waited, but the magical gate to Budapest did not open. When the news of Szálasi’s coup reached the Soviets, Stalin decided to act immediately and ordered the 46th Army to mount an attack on Budapest.31 But it was already too late: by that time the Regent’s residence had been taken by force and Skorzeny’s SS-paratroopers and the Arrow-Cross militiamen were looting the offices in the palace, the route to the capital had been barred for the Soviets and the reign of fascist terror, bloody and ruthless, had begun.


The failure of the Hungarian about-face brought uncertainty and confusion not only in the Hungary itself, but amongst the leading Soviet military strategists too. All previous plans were now useless because Horthy was no longer part of the game. In the days that followed Szálasi’s coup d’etat the HQs of the fronts were overwhelmed with contradictory messages and no one was able to draw a correct picture of the situation. There was still a hope that the Honvédség, the Hungarian army, would follow the call of the 76-year-old regent and turn its weapons against the Germans. But even though a considerable number of soldiers deserted, the three Magyar field armies neither changed sides nor disintegrated and continued to fight shoulder to shoulder with the Wehrmacht against the Soviet onslaught.


A characteristic event deserves to be mentioned in order to illustrate how unrealistic were those hopes of the Soviet command. General Béla Miklós, the commander of 1 Army, was not at his headquarters at Huszt when Horthy announced the armistice and heard the proclamation of the Regent over the radio. He immediately issued an order to his army to cease hostilities with the Soviets and attack the Germans. Nobody followed it, because his troops, meanwhile, had received a rescinding order from the Chief of the General Staff, General Vörös. Upon his return to Huszt, Miklós learned about this countermanding order and now he was well aware that he would be obliged to withdraw his own order. Shortly afterwards he was directed to appear at the headquarters of Colonel-General Gotthard Heinrici, the commander of the German 1 Panzer-Army and his immediate superior, the next day, 16 October. Miklós, suspicious of arrest, defected through the frontline with one of his officers to the Soviets who escorted him to the HQ of the 4th Ukrainian Front, where he arrived on the morning of 17 October.32


His interrogation was led by the notorious Lev Mekhlis (the chief political officer of the 4th Ukrainian Front). During it Miklós told the Soviets that he had defected on Horthy’s command and now, because of the arrest of the Regent, he was the Supreme Commander of Honvédség. Moreover, such was the wish of Horthy himself, Miklós told the interrogators. Later on, he had a phone conversation with an unknown member of the Hungarian peace delegation in Moscow. In the course of it he repeatedly demonstrated confidence that soon 1 and 2 Armies would obey his orders to turn against the Germans and announced that he would issue instructions for immediate action by radio. Miklós’s side of the conversation was recorded by the Hungarian writer and communist Béla Illes, translated and sent by Mekhlis to Stalin.33 Indeed, soon the General spoke on the radio and asked the commanding officers of his Army immediately (no later than 06:00 MT on 19 October) to order their units to change sides. Few followed his instructions.34 At Timoshenko’s suggestion, shortly afterwards ten Hungarian officer POWs were sent through the frontline with Miklós’s order. Timoshenko, the front command and the General Staff patiently waited to see what effect the order would produce, but to no avail. On 21 October Miklós once again spoke on the radio to the Hungarian soldiers calling them to defect to the Soviets. This time more men responded to his appeal by leaving their units, but many were driven by the desire to return to their homes, not to join the Soviets.35


In the last ten days of October all hopes that the Honvédség could become an ally vanished. Everywhere the Hungarians continued to fight side by side with the Germans and an armistice was not to be expected. On 23 October the General Staff reported to Stalin that Miklós’s order had not produced a sufficient effect on the Magyars.36 The reaction of the dictator was brisk and on the evening of the next day a special directive was signed and sent to Timoshenko, 2nd and 4th Ukrainian Fronts:





In view of the fact that the Hungarian forces have not ceased hostilities against our forces and are continuing to maintain a common front with the Germans, the Stavka of the Supreme Command orders that on the field of battle you must act toward the Hungarian troops just as you would toward the German ones, without differentiating between them, you must inform all of the troops of the front of this.37
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The meeting in Moscow between Stalin and Churchill took place against a backdrop of mounting victory for the Red Army in Transylvania and in the Balkans and coincided with the signing of the armistice with Horthy. It is no wonder that the Hungarian question featured strongly in the discussions. Already, at the first meeting with Stalin on 9 October, the British Premier proposed the carving up of southeast Europe into joint British-Soviet spheres of influence and outlined on half a sheet of paper the division. Regarding Hungary (and Yugoslavia) Churchill suggesteded the Soviets and Britain go halves. Churchill recalled how the deal was closed:





I pushed this across to Stalin who had by then heard the translation. There was a slight pause. Then he took his blue pencil and made a large tick upon it, and passed it back to us. It was all settled in no more time than it takes to set down.38





It was not ‘all settled’ yet. Stalin was not satisfied with his influence in Yugoslavia and especially in Hungary. Molotov and Eden turned the evening session of 10 October into a political auction. The Soviet foreign minister demanded a 10 per cent increase in Yugoslavia and a larger share in Hungary. This led to some Soviet concessions with regard to Bulgaria and a declaration that Moscow was largely uninterested in Greece. Finally, the balance sheet between the two ministers was ‘signed off’. On the next day an agreement was reached that the British would keep ‘their’ 50 per cent in Yugoslavia while Soviets would get 80 per cent in Hungary and Bulgaria.39


The British Prime Minister hastened to explain the percentage deal with the Soviet dictator to the War Cabinet and on 12 October sent a report to his colleagues in London. ‘They are taking great interest in Hungary, which they mentioned, erroneously, was their neighbour.’40


The evening session of 14 October was devoted to the military situation. Both leaders and their staffs sat down to discuss the state of the affairs in Europe and Far East. Field Marshal Brooke was the first who took the floor and presented the Allied operations in Western Europe. After hearing Churchill’s and Stalin’s remarks, he moved to the next topic, the Mediterranean theatre:





In Northern Italy the Germans will retreat either through the Brenner Pass, or through the Ljubljana Gap … The Allies have prepared a sea landing on the Istrian peninsula. The moment is approaching when the armies of the Allies will meet the Russians.





To this Stalin replied: ‘The Soviet command doesn’t intend to move far to the west in Yugoslavia. The Soviet command counts on the Allied armies meeting the Red Army in Austria.’41


The American General Deane covered the situation in the Pacific. After him the floor was given to General Antonov who read the previously prepared report. During the briefing Brooke and Churchill pressed him with questions about Soviet intentions and when asked about the immediate objectives of the Red Army, the Deputy Chief of the Soviet General Staff answered:





The Soviet troops are faced with two primary tasks: conclusion of the operations in the Baltic region and knocking Hungary out of the war. When these operations are completed, the Soviet troops will be faced with the task of invading Germany. How it will be possible to invade Germany in many respects will depend on the results of the operations the Soviet troops are conducting now. Anyway, it is possible to tell that the successful conclusion of the operations in Hungary will open one more line of approach to Germany, which favourably differs [from others] because the Germans don’t have prepared lines of defence there.42





On 16 October Roosevelt rejected the request of the British Prime Minister for three fresh divisions for the Italian front and thus put an end to Churchill’s hopes of launching a speedy landing in Istria and subsequent push through the ‘Ljubljana gap’ towards Vienna.43 The American President had been backed up by the British General Staff; on 14 October the London planners, after examining the theatres, concluded that it would not be possible to launch a ‘major offensive’ in Italy before January 1945.44 In spite of this cold shower, Churchill held his nerve like an experienced poker player and kept gambling with his host. On 17 October at the final meeting with Stalin, the Prime Minister, who had just learned about Horthy’s abdication, expressed his hopes that the Allied armies in Italy would reach the ‘Ljubljana gap’ ‘as fast as possible’. Had he done this intentionally? Was he bluffing? Or with his fascination with the ‘Ljubljana gap’ was this just wishful thinking? No one knows. But the Kremlin dictator, who was still unaware of the negative standpoint of the Joint Planners on the continuing of the operations in the Apennines, instantly felt tricked; the crafty Englishman was trying to steal Eastern Austria from him!


Austria played an important role in the Soviet plans for driving into the Third Reich from the south. The country offered one very attractive feature: the so-called ‘Vienna gate’, a narrow gorge at the Austrian capital where the Danube flows between the Alps and the Western Carpathians. Through this ‘gate’, the Stavka believed, the Red Army could advance deep into Bavaria and strike Nazi Germany in its very heart. Alongside the strictly military challenges, there was another obstacle of a purely political nature: the country had not been divided yet between the future victors.


The division of Austria, which was not discussed in Moscow, promised to be very difficult. Earlier Soviet military plans (if any) are not known, whilst those of the British were straightforward: to march ‘at once’ into Austria should Germany suddenly collapse. The question was first raised in August 1944, when London proposed the dividing of the country into three ‘horizontal’ occupation zones: British, American and Soviet. But when this was submitted to the Soviets, they made a counterproposal: Austria should be divided east-west. By the time of the Moscow conference, the negotiations were still in their early stages; both parties were very sensitive about their future spheres of interest simply because their next military efforts were still undefined.45


Churchill’s words shook Stalin. Shtemenko’s memoir makes it clear that the Soviet dictator had smelt a rat:





As he was leaving Moscow, Churchill expressed satisfaction with the talks, and reacted in his own way to the insertion Stalin had made in Antonov’s report as to aiming the main thrusts of the Soviet Armed Forces toward Hungary. The British Prime Minister expressed the hope that the Anglo-American forces would reach the Ljubljana Gap in Yugoslavia in the shortest possible time. Naturally, the thought that what Churchill had said had been carefully weighed in advance. His remark could only signify an intention to break into the centre of Europe through Ljubljana, going around the southern end of the Alps, and to reach Hungary and Austria before the Soviet forces did. Once again we could sniff the ‘Balkan variant’, served up with a different sauce. Needless to say, the Supreme Commander noticed this immediately.46





Churchill’s farewell words (coupled with the failed Magyar about-face) forced Stalin to face the reality that the time for diplomacy had ended. The time of brute force and military supremacy had come.
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Despite the refusal of the American President to divert three divisions to Italy and the discouraging report of General Wilson, neither the British Prime Minister nor the Mediterranean Command were keen to give up their hopes of breaking through to Vienna before the beginning of winter. On 21 October Churchill, on his way back from Moscow, chaired a meeting held in Naples. It turned out that there were still good prospects for success; the three American divisions would not be forthcoming, but most of the assault vessels were still on hand. Field-Marshal Alexander announced his readiness to start withdrawing frontline divisions immediately after the capture of Bologna. In view of the situation in Yugoslavia, Wilson proposed an ‘economical attack’: these divisions should be landed on the Dalmatian coast instead in Istria, and due to the smaller size of the amphibious shipping, the initial assault should be carried out by only one division.47


Churchill liked the suggestions, but many details had yet to be examined and Wilson was asked once again to prepare a report to the Combined Chief of Staff and a plan for a landing on the Dalmatian coast with the objective of seizing Fiume and cutting the rear communications of Army Group C. Furthermore, Wilson was advised to draw attention to the ‘favourable developments’ in the Balkans and the need to take advantage of them by launching the attack.48


The report was ready on 24 October and it buried Churchill’s hopes of forestalling Stalin in southern Central Europe; Wilson stated that the advance could begin in the first week of February at the earliest. Furthermore, it found no strong support with London authorities, just the contrary. Of course, Churchill was furious. After the percentage deal with Stalin he not only intended to protect the undisputed parts of Europe from the Red Army, but to shield the eastern Italian provinces from Tito’s territorial demands. The Prime Minister did not hide his disappointment and on 30 October he sent the following minute to General Hastings Ismay, the Deputy Secretary to the War Cabinet:





One of the absurd things in all the plans which are submitted by A.F.H.Q.49 [Mediterranean], is the idea that if they move in February they will be in time to effect anything. In the three months which they say must elapse before they are capable of movement, the whole of Yugoslavia will be cleared of the Germans, who will either have been overwhelmed or made their escape to the north. Very likely this will take place in six weeks. The Yugoslavs will then occupy Trieste, Fiume and other towns which they claim. So what will be the need of an expedition and all the landing-craft, and so on?


The days of those slow-moving, heavy-footed methods are over, but we still cling to them with disastrous results.50
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Churchill’s farewell words definitely had left Stalin puzzled, but not for long. The repeated hints of the British Prime Minister that the Allied thrust through the ‘Ljubljana gap’ was impending did not fall on deaf ears. Rght from the outset relations between the Soviet Union and the Western Allies were characterised by permanent mutual distrust. ‘Additional’ information was garnered through the wide network of spies operating on both sides of the Atlantic.While the British delegation was returning home, undercover agents of the Kremlin were preparing their final reports about the future course of Allied operations.


The meeting in Naples had not begun when an NKGB agent informed Moscow that no Allied large-scale offensive would take place in Italy during the upcoming weeks and months. The report arrived on 20 October 1944:





Already during the preparation for the Allied landings in southern France, Churchill and the Commander of British troops in the Mediterranean basin, General Wilson, stubbornly tried to convince Roosevelt and the Joint Chiefs of Staff of the US forces to abandon the operation. Instead, they proposed the troops intended to participate in this operation be used for a landing in the Trieste area and further progress in Austria in order to be there (as well as in the Balkans) before the Red Army.


Roosevelt, in principle, categorically refused to make any changes in the plans. In early October 1944, in a personal telegram to Roosevelt, Churchill brought up the question of the need to make some corrections in the intended plan for sending in US reinforcements to the European theatre of operations. Roosevelt has replied that both he and the chiefs of staffs of the US armed forces couldn’t agree with Churchill’s proposal to send to Italy the US troops that had been intended for France. Roosevelt has said that during the impending winter Kesselring’s army wouldn’t be defeated anyway. Moreover, the Germans would be able to keep their front in Italy intact, even if they would be forced to pull out 4–5 divisions and transfer them, for example, to the Western Front. On the other hand, Eisenhower was actively preparing a breakthrough of the German front and, in connection with this, the American first echelon forces, which had been badly mauled in the previous battles, should be replaced. This exchange could be made possible only if the troops sent to Europe were placed at his disposal and not transferred to Italy. At the same time, Roosevelt has insisted that the Russian advance in the Balkans and Austria would likely have a far bigger effect militarily on the Germans in Italy than all Allied activities on the Italian front.


Until recently the British government still hoped that the Allied forces under the command of General Wilson would arrive in Austria before the Red Army and it was hoped that General Wilson immediately would declare himself a military governor-general of the country with all the ensuing consequences. The British Foreign Ministry has prepared in advance a proclamation by Wilson to all Austrians on behalf of all Allied nations, which the British Foreign Office intended to bring to the attention of the Soviet and American governments.


The successes of the Red Army in the Balkans forced the British to abandon that intention. On 14 October the British Foreign Office informed its ambassador to the United States that, in all likelihood, the Russians would arrive in Austria first, and the troops of General Wilson would not be able to achieve decisive success during the winter.51





It was now clear to Stalin that the Red Army would arrive first. Churchill’s trick hadn’t worked.


9


During the last days of October, when the eventual landing on the Adriatic coast was still in dispute, the Mediterranean Command (or Churchill himself?) sent a special envoy to Moscow to check the up-to-date status of the Soviet (and Yugoslav) military plans. Shtemenko recalls the visit:





Very shortly thereafter our allies tested our intentions. In late October Lieutenant-General Hammel [sic], a representative of the Allied command in the Mediterranean theatre, paid a visit to the General Staff. He met with Antonov and asked him to tell him about our plans for future actions in the Balkans. At the same time he requested information on the AVNOJ52 Army’s plans as regards actions to the west of Belgrade, and about its forces.


Antonov flatly refused to give Hammel any information on the Yugoslav forces. ‘We do not intend to move any farther in Yugoslavia. The task of fighting the Germans west of Belgrade is being handled by Marshal Tito’s army, so it would be better to get the information you want from him.’


As for the Soviet plans, Antonov repeated what had been said during the talks with Churchill and Eden. ‘Our chief task is to take Hungary out of the war as quickly as possible, and our main thrusts will therefore be in that direction.’53
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