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Preface


A lengthy book stands most urgently in need of a short preface and this is no place to discourse on a wide range of Soviet contacts, but obviously such circumstances have directly affected the scope, content and organization of this study. The object of the present work can be set down briefly enough: it is designed to investigate the kind of war the Soviet Union waged, the nature of command decisions and the machinery of decision-making, the course of military operations, Soviet performance in the field and the economic effort behind the lines, the emergence of Soviet ‘war aims’ – beyond mere survival – and, finally, the Soviet style of war. In sum, it is an attempt to probe how the Soviet system functioned under conditions of maximum stress: from this point of view it is less military history per se and might more properly be regarded as a form of social history. That this is no fanciful extrapolation is perhaps demonstrated by the nature of Soviet investigation of the ‘Great Patriotic War’ of 1941–5, for recollection of past tragedy and triumph is closely connected with present preoccupations about the efficacy of ‘the system’ and the image of a future war. The role of the ‘surprise factor’ springs to mind at once: both the military and the Party had their reputations as guarantors of the nation’s security both to salvage and to reinforce, yet inevitably this proved to be the source of mutual recrimination. Simple assertions on the part of crude propagandists that the system worked were as unconvincing as they were irrelevant, if only because the military and operational technicalities of ‘surprise attack’ made nonsense of such sancta simplicitas. The Soviet military, on the other hand, found themselves in the unenviable position of claiming knowledge and awareness of the impending attack in 1941 yet thereby merely reinforcing criticism of them that it should have been met more energetically and effectively. Nor did Khrushchev’s tactic in 1956 of heaping all the blame on Stalin – with the caricature of the man sniffing earth and spinning a globe to divine an operational decision – solve much: in the long run it served only to confuse the issue of the culpability and ineptitude of one man, the failings of the ‘system’ and performance in the field.


To put it somewhat differently, for almost two years the Soviet Union tried to fight the formidably modern war machine of Germany with a pattern or model of organization drawn from the far-off days of the Civil War, for this was the only one known at the outset to be viable. Such a modus operandi produced a specific and initially disastrous relationship between doctrine, technology and tradition (under which I include that Soviet amalgam of ‘revolutionary will’ with orthodox military professionalism – but the ‘discipline of the revolver’, to use a Civil War phrase, could not of itself fuel stranded tank columns, compensate for plain tactical incompetence and operational ineptitude). It was to take virtually three years of war before these elements were brought more effectively into balance – the doctrine was adjusted but more important implemented with requisite ‘norms’ of armament and equipment (not simply sheer numbers) and the relationship of ‘will’ to professional competence substantially re-fashioned. It is, I believe, a great error to think only of the Russian emergence from near catastrophe in terms of numbers alone and here I would insist that one must listen to Soviet explanations that ‘numbers’ do not tell the whole story: reduced to their essentials, Soviet explanations do turn on this triad of ‘doctrine-technology-tradition’. To dismiss or to ignore this basic theme in Soviet military-historical writing (and reminiscence) means simultaneously missing what lessons have been derived from the last war and what signs have been discerned for the future. Nor is it a matter of that tired joke about generals preparing to fight the last war all over again: no doubt some aged senior Soviet commanders would like to, but the younger military technocrats turn less emotionally to their computers and to their studies in modern weapons technology, loss rates and cybernetics, using the war as a vast data base.


It is nonetheless true to say that a huge and persistent mythology still pervades the history of the ‘Great Patriotic War’, or the Russo-German war (even this search for a separate identification is revealing). It was in many respects, not least in its unbridled and atavistic savagery, a war set apart and here German attempts to minimize (or rationalize) their defeat combined with Soviet efforts to magnify their own victory have increased the general obfuscation. The obsessive cultivation of the ‘heroic image’ in the Soviet Union is itself designed to hinder rational explanation and effective investigation of military and civilian responses, yet such explanations are to hand – the consequences of technological inferiority (the ‘quality and quantity of armaments’), the failure to exploit existing resources, the anachronism of the ‘revolutionary’ theory of morale, the inefficiency of the Party as an administrative instrument, the shortcomings of Stalin’s ‘super-centralization’ and so on. And at the eye of the storm is Stalin – are these his shortcomings or those of Soviet society, or where, if at all, do these divide? It is not surprising that Soviet historians have been unwilling to grasp such political live wires, which still carry a dangerously high charge.


What, then, is the case for relying primarily upon Soviet sources and materials? With some 15,000 volumes now published on the ‘Great Patriotic War’ (including many invaluable items dating back to wartime days, though these are sometimes difficult to obtain) there is no immediate shortage of material. Add to these also the immense holdings of the captured German military documents, which contain a whole ‘sub-archive’ of items originally captured from the Russians as well as contemporary material on Soviet military performance – operational documents, intelligence appreciations, PW interrogations and data on the Red Army at large – plus information on the whole Soviet war effort. While these German collections provided both an additive and corrective to Soviet studies, let me hasten to add that my approach to many of these Soviet works was conditioned by contact and discussion with either the author or with the research group responsible for much of the work. Again, this is no place for a disquisition on the technicalities of Soviet sources, but I would stress the professionalism of the military researchers – the teams behind military histories bearing the names of Marshal Sokolovskii, Rokossovskii or Malinovskii, for example – or individual officers such as Colonel Proektor, or yet again such leading historians as Corresponding Member of the Academy of Sciences Professor A.M. Samsonov, himself the author of a major study of the Stalingrad battle. Though it would be impertinent and improper to associate Professor Samsonov with any of my findings (or my views), it would be churlish not to acknowledge my debt to him for much professional aid and counsel in making my way through a small mountain of books. Equally I was the beneficiary in discussions of Soviet findings with Soviet officer-historians, who displayed very considerable professional competence and a scrupulous regard for the integrity of source material (with ill-concealed criticism for those who did not). All this is to say that much Soviet work is far from ‘propaganda’ in the blatant or simplistic sense (though a somewhat perfervid patriotism is never entirely absent), an observation borne out by the reputation enjoyed by Voenno-istoricheskii Zhurnal (Military-Historical Journal) which is the vehicle of the professional military and its professional historians.


In an attempt to display this material in its widest possible context I have elected to compose the supporting notes to the chapters not in terms of single references but rather as summaries of and comparisons between Soviet accounts – a device which breaches some of the conventional practices but to which I have resorted in the hope that the reader unfamiliar with the Russian language may gain some insight into the substance of these Soviet studies and memoirs. Finally, the format of the notes notwithstanding, I have allowed myself no licence with the material and any descriptive point or passage, be it of persons, places or circumstances, is derived directly from participants’ accounts or the document of the day: I do not pretend to the skill or to the special accomplishment of writing a ‘war book’ in the sense of any literary re-creation of the drama and the agony experienced by both sides.


My debt to persons and to previous publication are legion. In the composite bibliography destined for the final volume of this present work I hope to make my indebtedness to a multitude of monographs and articles plain, but at this juncture I would like to acknowledge that personal and private aid which is indispensable to a work such as this. In recording my thanks to the late Cornelius Ryan, with whom I worked in Moscow in 1963, I would like also to pay tribute to the man and his work: mention of Moscow impels me to record my thanks to all those Soviet officers, some of the highest rank, and to the specialists in military history who helped me unstintingly with their own verbal evidence and with materials culled from their own collections. Major-General E.A. Boltin was kind enough to read and comment on these first chapters: Professor A.M. Samsonov took great pains to keep me abreast of Soviet writing. Beyond the borders of the Soviet Union Professor Alvin D. Coox gave so generously of his vast expertise in Japanese military affairs and Soviet-Japanese relations, while I came to rely heavily on the writing and comments of Professor Alexander Dallin and Dr Matthew P. Gallagher, to mention but two of my American colleagues in the field of Soviet affairs. The late N. Galai of Munich, a man of rare experience and discernment, gave me enormous help over the Vlasov affair, while it was from Germany that I received such munificence in the form of papers, diaries and personal accounts. Nor can I fail to mention the reliance I have placed on Colonel Albert Seaton and his major studies of the Soviet-German war.


Finally, I owe a special debt to Mr Andrew Wheatcroft and Mrs Susan Loden of Weidenfeld and Nicolson: in this University Miss K.U. Brown and Miss T. Fitzherbert have laboured long and hard on my behalf, while my colleagues never stinted in their help. All this company, stretching from Moscow to the United States, made positive and essential contributions: as for the blemishes and the shortcomings, the responsibility for those is mine alone.


John Erickson
University of Edinburgh
1974


It is exactly thirty years since this book was conceived and planned in Moscow and work immediately started upon it.


Since then greater access to Russian archives and printed records, welcome as it is, has not appreciably altered the essentials of this narrative, serving only to magnify the horror, to deepen the riddle of the ‘surprise attack’ of 1941 and Stalin’s behaviour, to etch more sharply the detail of the subsequent tragedy and to confirm the scale of unparalleled human losses.


John Erickson
University of Edinburgh
April 1993




Introduction
On War Games, Soviet and German


In the winter of 1935, Marshal of the Soviet Union M.N. Tukhachevskii, First Deputy Commissar for Defence, Chief of Red Army Ordnance and potential commander-in-chief in the event of war, presented his own proposals for a special war-game to the General Staff. Tukhachevskii’s intention was to investigate the situation arising out of a German attack on the Soviet Union. From the outset this suggestion received only little support and encouragement, but in the end the idea was taken up. G. Isserson, deputy head of the General Staff Operations Section (Mezheninov was the head of the Section and ex officio Deputy Chief of the General Staff) was therefore assigned to draft an initial plan for the war-games and to prepare the briefings. To Tukhachevskii himself, by common agreement, went command of the ‘German party’, while Army Commander Yakir (commander of the Kiev Military District) was nominated to control ‘the armies of bourgeois Poland’, presumed co-belligerent with Germany.


What he thought of Germany’s war potential Tukhachevskii had already made plain in an article in Pravda, printed on 29 March 1935. He pointed to Marshal Pétain’s argument in the Revue des Deux Mondes (for March 1935), that no longer could the French Army rely on time to mobilize before the enemy engaged powerful forces. The French Army, in Tukhachevskii’s opinion, was incapable of active opposition to Germany, whose basic aggressive design lay to the east of Europe. By the summer of 1935 Germany would have an army of 849,000 – 40 per cent greater than the French and almost equal in size to the the Red Army with its 940,000 effectives. A powerful and expanding air force added to an already powerful army. In spite of the menace conveyed by these figures, however, they were hardly a guide to German strategic-operational intentions. This was one of the first difficulties encountered by Isserson in his formulation of the game, for the head of Red Army intelligence, S.P. Uritskii, could offer little by way of concrete data on German intentions. In particular, it was virtually impossible to predict how the Baltic states and Poland would converge in a joint attack, with Germany, on the Soviet Union. To assume that Germany would erase Poland as an independent state seemed, in 1936, to be a somewhat unrealistic proposition, for the Polish Army disposed of some fifty divisions, a threat which the Red Army itself had never been able to ignore. What was more likely was that by intrigue and pressure, Germany would inveigle Poland into a ‘military union’ and thereby draw her into war with Russia. Tukhachevskii was prepared to admit this possibility; nor was it one which impeded or neutralized his preoccupation with a completely secret concentration of German forces in the east. Thus, the ‘German party’s’ main strategic and political context was set.


Army Commander Uborevich (commander of the Belorussian Military District) took control of the ‘Red party’s’ forces, for whom a plan of strategic deployment from the Western Dvina to the Pripet Marshes was in process of being worked out. This ‘Western Front’ was deemed all-important. It met with no opposition, unlike Tukhachevskii’s design, which was held up for a month until ‘higher authority’ cleared it for the purposes of the war-game. Clearance having been finally gained, the problem of the actual strength of the ‘German party’ still remained. Hitler’s own statements spoke of a 36-division Wehrmacht; in addition, there were the unconfirmed reports of 3 Panzer divisions and an air force of some 4,000–5,000 machines. Little else could be adduced. Assuming that the German mobilization co-efficient was 1:3, then some 100 German divisions had to be accounted for; Isserson’s planning staff therefore assigned 50–55 German divisions in an eastern concentration from the north to the Pripet Marshes. With 30 Polish divisions which could be assumed to be deployed against the Soviet western frontier from the north to the marshes, this gave a round total of some 80 divisions.


For the purpose of the war-game, the German concentration was divided into two armies and a high command reserve, deployed between the river Narew and the mouth of the Niemen along the line Ostrolenko-Kaunas; its main strength was on the left flank. No operational plan and no predetermined axis of advance had been set for these forces, which were to operate strictly to the requirements of Tukhachevskii – a requirement upon which the marshal strenuously insisted. Only the objective had been pre-set, and it was the destruction of the ‘Red party’ from the north to the Pripet Marshes, with the seizure of Smolensk as a jumping-off area for an offensive against Moscow. Accepting this, Tukhachevskii reserved his objections for the actual strength of the ‘German’ forces placed at his disposal. He argued that if, in the opening phase of the First World War Germany could dispose of ninety-two divisions, then at the outset of a second this would be more than doubled, giving some two hundred divisions; without such a margin of superiority, it would be impossible for Germany to embark upon a major war. He was therefore disposed to think that in the area from the north to the Pripet Marshes all of eighty divisions would be deployed, and that these would be entirely German. At this juncture, such an idea was considered to be ill-founded or worse – for it established a relationship of forces severely, if not inadmissibly unfavourable to the Red Army at the beginning of military operations. Tukhachevskii, however, had not finished. What the war-game envisaged was merely a preliminary deployment after detraining from the railway networks; he suggested that his operational plan – operative in terms of the real time of the game – would forestall the ‘Red party’s’ concentration and he would initiate military operations. The ‘German party’ would, therefore, initiate its operations with a surprise blow.


At this point, Marshal of the Soviet Union Yegorov, Chief of the General Staff, intervened. As director of the war-game, he proposed a different notion, based on the preliminary mobilization of the ‘Red party’. He was in no way inclined to accede to Tukhachevskii’s views, since he no doubt wished to see the war-game fully validate the deployment plan for the Red Army which was then being worked out by the General Staff. As director, he categorically ruled out any German superiority either in terms of numbers or in time-margins; the ‘German party’ was to appear on the Soviet frontiers only after the concentration of the main Soviet forces. Tukhachevskii’s proposals, which in Isserson’s own phrase ‘met powerful opposition’, were rejected in their entirety. The war-game now proceeded on the assumption of the equality of opposing forces at the frontier, with no consideration of the problem of forestalling an enemy concentration and no digression into the actual initiation of military operations. The surprise factor was ignored. Stripped of any strategic acuity, the war-game represented nothing but a frontal, meeting engagement in the form of the frontier battles of 1914 – of indecisive outcome. Tukhachevskii was ‘deeply disillusioned’.


Neither at this time, nor presumably later, did Marshal Tukhachevskii have ‘direct access’ to the Red Army deployment plans, illustration enough of the dissension and division within the Red Army command, split as it was by long-standing rivalries and Stalin’s penetrations. To the Defence Commissar, Marshal of the Soviet Union Voroshilov, whose competence had more than once been called into question, Tukhachevskii directed a stream of papers on strategic problems. Nor did he confine himself to the major problems of war-making, but subjected to rigorous scrutiny the new formations – mechanized, mobile and airborne – which he had been largely instrumental in creating. After the Moscow Military District manoeuvres of September 1936, he submitted these criticisms of the exercises:


Mechanized corps made frontal breakthroughs of enemy defence positions without artillery support. Their losses would have been enormous. Mechanized corps operations were jerky, the direction bad. Mechanized corps operations were not supported by aviation. Aviation was employed somewhat aimlessly. Signals, communications worked badly. Airborne drops must be covered by fighter aircraft. Staff work, in particular intelligence, was very weak in all units. Parachutists jumped without weapons. This must be changed.


To the theme of the German threat Tukhachevskii returned publicly in his address to the second session of the TsIK (Central Executive Committee) in November 1936; the scale of the German preparations for war on land and in the air made it imperative that the defence of the Soviet western frontiers be undertaken in all seriousness. Publicly and privily he appeared to lose no opportunity to stress the growing danger, though this can only have grated upon a Stalin who, at this same juncture, was sending his personal emissaries to Berlin, ostensibly to discuss trade but primarily to talk of possible political agreements. The ‘Kandelaki mission’, dispatched by Stalin, was about to settle down to its real business in Berlin.


At the close of 1936 also, when the work of the newly founded General Staff Academy was just beginning, Isserson (who held the Chair in Operational Art) and Pavel Vakulich (in the Chair of Higher Formation Tactics) approached Tukhachevskii to consult him about the work of the Academy. Isserson had three basic questions to put to the marshal: against which potential enemy should the operational assignments of the Academy be directed? What would be the operational situation in the opening phase of a war? What would be the nature of operations in this initial phase and what types of operations should be envisaged? To the first question Tukhachevskii returned unambiguous answer: Germany. The second was a much more complex problem, since the international situation did not lend itself to forecasts of the ‘concrete strategic situation’ in which war might begin. Nevertheless, it was clear that the ‘classic’ form of entry into war with phases of concentration and deployment was a thing of the past. War could begin with large-scale operations with sudden, surprise initiation, conducted by the belligerents on land, at sea and in the air. It followed that an enemy could, under certain unfavourable conditions, forestall the Russians and be the first to initiate military operations. And for this reason special ‘operational and mobilization measures’ would have to be enforced during peacetime; frontier forces would have to maintain secret operational groupings and sustain operationally-readied formations (covering armies), fully capable of going over to a decisive, offensive engagement on various axes. As for the aim of these operations, they must reckon on the complete destruction of the enemy and yet resolve only the problems connected with the initial period – namely, to seize and invest favourable strategic lines as a preliminary to the concentration of the main forces. The general operational plan could be nothing more – in time of peace – than a definition of general aims, and the assignment of strategic tasks in a given theatre. The investment of the strategic line, however, was a prime object of the initial period, and this in turn depended on the operational groupings which should be established secretly within the frontier forces. Much depended on the disposition of the ‘fortified districts’ (UR: ukreplennyi rayon) and the selection of the frontier forces’ operational groupings, so that they might take up flanking positions on those axes where enemy penetrations were thought most likely to occur. Tukhachevskii put it this way; that the ‘fortified districts’, the URS, should be the shield, absorbing the enemy offensive, and the ‘secret operational groupings’, the hammer, driving in the flank blows.


Early in 1937, during the General Staff Academy’s first large-scale operational assignment (devoted to a study of offensive operations at army level during the initial period of a war), Tukhachevskii was further able to refine his point. On the critical question of the nature of military operations in the initial period of a war – having rebuked Isserson for his excess of optimism, wherein the ‘peal of victory’ was too readily heard – the marshal went on to sketch it in outline:




Operations will be inestimably more intensive and severe than in the First World War. Then, frontier battles in France lasted for two to three days. Now, such an offensive operation in the initial period of the war can last for weeks. As for the Blitzkrieg which is so propagandized by the Germans, this is directed towards an enemy who doesn’t want to and won’t fight it out. If the Germans meet an opponent who stands up and fights and takes the offensive himself, that would give a different aspect to things. The struggle would be bitter and protracted; by its very nature it would induce great fluctuations in the front on this or that side and in great depth. In the final resort, all would depend on who had the greater moral fibre and who at the close of the operations disposed of operational reserves in depth.





And again, would these operations assume a positional or manoeuvre form? Since one of his fundamental ideas was that the time-factor is decisive in war, Tukhachevskii’s response was hardly surprising:




In general, operations in a future war will unfold as broad manoeuvre undertakings on a massive scale, massive also in their time scale. Even so, against the background of these operations and as part of the process of their development there will be separate phases of stalemate, which will produce positional warfare which cannot be excluded and which will be very rapidly quite inescapable.





For two hours Marshal Tukhachevskii enlarged on his strategic and operational ideas, in a talk confined to the directing staff of the General Staff Academy. The officer-students of the very first intake of the Academy knew nothing of it. The General Staff had the responsibility for laying down the study-courses of the Academy, but Tukhachevskii, at least on Isserson’s own evidence, had much to do with formulating the operational problems which the Academy undertook to examine.


In less than six months, in June 1937, Tukhachevskii was dead, shot together with Uborevich, Yakir, Primakov, Putna and Eideman for ‘treasonable’ activity. Stalin had unleashed the military purge, which slashed and tore at the Soviet armed forces for months, which began to creep into years. Marshal Yegorov vanished into the whirl of these murky and persistent murders in 1938. Marshal Blyukher, commander of the Soviet Far Eastern forces, was shot down in November 1938. The decimations snaked back into past enmities; Tukhachevskii himself had incurred the hatred of Stalin, and Voroshilov as far back as 1920, during the crisis of the Soviet-Polish War. Army Commander 2nd Grade Vatsetis, a former Bolshevik commander-in-chief in the Civil War, at this moment a lecturer at the Frunze Military Academy, was rudely seized. During the break in his lecture, Vatsetis failed to make an appearance. Military Commissar Kascheyev, commissar to the course, made a brief announcement: ‘Comrades! The lecture will not be resumed. Lecturer Vatsetis has been arrested as an enemy of the people.’ Corps Commander Gorbatov, who made no ‘confession’ during his interrogation and this in spite of being beaten bloody, after a brief appearance before ‘grinning judges’, was sentenced to fifteen years’ imprisonment. In two minutes, his life and career were crudely amputated. The list of the doomed men, distinguished and undistinguished alike, lengthened as the military purge gathered its dreadful momentum. The highest command echelons were hit hardest and longest; three out of five Marshals of the Soviet Union vanished, leaving only Voroshilov and Budenny to survey the wreckage. The Military Soviet attached to the Defence Commissariat was thinned out of existence. Army and corps commanders disappeared at no less a rate. In operational units there was, to use a Soviet euphemism, ‘severe shortage’ of trained commanders. The military purge, which remains even now a goad to the Red Army’s sense of its own honour, was no short-lived spasm, but a political process, years in its duration, of basic if perverse importance to Stalin’s rule in Stalin’s fashion. The killings continued, the threat and then the actual advent of war notwithstanding. Colonel-General Loktionov, until March 1941 commander of the Baltic Special Military District air force, was arrested and put to death in June of that same shattering year. His was no isolated case. Major-General (subsequently Marshal of the Soviet Union) Govorov, Deputy Inspector-General of the Main Artillery Administration of the Red Army was posted in May 1941, as head of the Dzerzhinskii Artillery Academy; he came perilously close to failing to take up his new appointment. The NKVD had him high on their arrest list, and only the personal intervention of M. Kalinin saved him. The ‘crime’ which brought this near-disastrous turn to Govorov’s fortunes was not less than being a former officer of Kolchak’s White armies – in 1919. Though still alive, many more Red Army officers languished, and would now continue to do so for many months, in distant penal settlements. Gorbatov, victim of a two-minute trial, was more fortunate; in March 1941, ‘rehabilitated’, he returned to Moscow, ultimately bound for the 25th Rifle Corps in the Ukraine but bound to explain his absence by reference to a ‘long and dangerous mission’. Though it was an officially enforced prevarication, it was no less than the truth.


Suppose, however, Marshal Tukhachevskii had lived. It is too much to presume that he alone, or even in the company of his able colleagues who were put to death more or less at the same time as himself, would have been able to turn back the German army at the frontiers in 1941, for all the prescience displayed in his 1936 predictions. Tukhachevskii, Yegorov, Blyukher, Yakir and Uborevich, to mention only the most famous, were able men, professionals who worked and studied hard, aware of developments in foreign armies and quick to seize upon the possibilities offered by Soviet innovations in weapons but they, too, would have had to make war under all the handicaps imposed by Stalin: Tukhachevskii in 1920 learned in the Polish campaign, where his own errors were not small, what Stalin’s political meddling could do. It was also beyond the competence of one man to remove that disparity between sophisticated theory as displayed in the 1936 Field Service Regulations, and the cumbersome tactical performance of the Red Army in the field. No special magic was destroyed along with the men decimated in the military purge, but the Red Army lost what it needed most at a time of major technical and tactical innovation, a command group which could have maintained effective continuity in military thinking and in military training; this group had shown a lively awareness of what was needed to improve the Red Army and would certainly not have needed the horrifying lesson of the Soviet-Finnish War in order to learn elementary lessons in troop handling. The men who followed Tukhachevskii lacked also that insight into the probable forms of modern mobile war which had so preoccupied the purged commanders; they lacked any intellectual curiosity simply because they disposed of no intellect, either singly or as a group. They mouthed slogans but understood nothing of principles, they paraded statistics about fire-power without grasping any of the implications of the new weapons their own designers were developing, they were martial in a swaggering sense without the least grasp of the professionalism necessary to the military. For this doltishness, by no means confined to the Soviet command but less excusable and explicable after it had seen the blitzkreig in action, the Red Army paid a staggeringly high price in men and machines in 1941.


At the end of 1940 and the beginning of 1941 there were more war-games, involving assumptions about attacking the USSR. Within weeks of each other, as if in some shadowy show-down, the German and Soviet commands played out their prescriptions for victory: this time, however, the reality of war was not very far away. On 21 July 1940, at one of his ‘Führer conferences’ in which he bestrode the world with whim and word, Hitler directed that preliminary studies for a campaign against the Soviet Union be set in motion.


It was now the turn of the German commanders to puzzle over piercing the Soviet western frontiers: Colonel-General Halder passed the Führer’s assignment to the Operationsabteilung of the General Staff, and by 1 August Major-General Marcks, chief of staff to the Eighteenth Army, had produced a preliminary operational outline, Operationsentwurf Ost. At the beginning of September Lieutenant-General von Paulus took over this project. By 23 November 1940, the first war-game to test possible Soviet responses, Kriegsspiel O Qu I – rote Partei, was ready. In December the supply question was thoroughly examined in war-game exercises which demonstrated beyond any doubt that supply must be as thorough and flexible as the combat arm of the Wehrmacht. The day after the opening of those games, on 18 December, Hitler signed the super-secret directive, of which only nine copies existed, setting out the instruction ‘to crush Soviet Russia in a rapid campaign’: the war plan for the east emerged from under its humble wraps of ‘Fritz’ and ‘Otto’ to assume its final and flamboyant code-name, arrogant in its recall of medieval splendours and menacing in its hints of medieval cruelties, Operation ‘Barbarossa’.


Meanwhile in Moscow the Soviet command was making a belated and somewhat haphazard attempt to bring itself up to date in matters of contemporary military theory and practice. The Soviet-Finnish war of such recent and lamentable memory had shown up a number of glaring deficiencies in the Red Army, above all in its inferior tactical performance: to these lessons Soviet commanders also had to add the implications of the German victory in the west, a triumph for the armoured forces which had earlier been pioneered by the Russians and which had enjoyed pride of place in the Red Army until their dismemberment after 1938. Late in December 1940 a high-level study conference convened in Moscow to discuss the present organization and main tactical ideas of the Red Army: in line with current Soviet thinking, a great deal of attention was paid to offensive operations and to a relentless insistence on the attack, with little heed for defensive forms. General Zhukov himself presented the paper on contemporary offensive operations, in which armour figures prominently, but it was left to only one critic – Romanenko – to point out that masses of tanks did not mean ‘armoured forces’ in the cogent sense of that term: Romanenko pleaded for the creation of ‘armoured armies’ consisting of at least three/four mechanized corps and with proper command and control facilities, as well as effective rear echelons. Zhukov simply brushed this aside and the meeting went along with him: some, in the light of the subsequent Soviet creation of no less than six full tank armies after 1942, have tried to interpret their own utterances in 1940 as support for the ‘tank army’, but this is wholly convenient hindsight, for the prevailing view of the use of armour was more akin to mechanized cavalry than the complex operational and logistical characteristics of the Panzer division.


The conference adjourned at the end of December 1940 and resumed in somewhat different form, as a major war-game which began at the end of the first week in January 1941. Under the supervision of the Defence Commissar, Marshal S.K. Timoshenko, and the Chief of the General Staff, General K.A. Meretskov, General Zhukov took command of the ‘Western’ forces opposing the ‘Eastern’ forces under Colonel-General (Tank Troops) D.G. Pavlov, sometimes described as ‘the Soviet Guderian’, though a calamitously misplaced comparison that proved to be. The general aim of the war-game involved Pavlov’s ‘Eastern’ forces putting up a stubborn resistance in the fortified regions and thus blunting the ‘Western’ attack north of the Pripet Marshes, thereby establishing the necessary conditions for his ‘Eastern’ forces to go over to a ‘decisive offensive’. The ‘Soviet Guderian’ went to work with a will, but much to his consternation the ‘Western’ forces under Zhukov mounted three powerful concentric attacks, ‘wiped out’ the Grodno and Bialystok concentrations of the ‘Eastern’ armies and smashed their way through to Lida.


In a fury Stalin dismissed General Meretskov out of hand and replaced him with Zhukov: Meretskov was installed as Chief of Combat Training and, though momentarily disgraced, lived to fight for many a day. Nor was this sheer blind malice on the part of Stalin. He was not impressed by the explanation that ‘victory’ in the war-game had been won by skilful manoeuvre: indeed, that was exactly his point, and he urged greater realism on Soviet commanders, who ought not to be deceived by propaganda statements about the capabilities of their divisions. Mobility and regrouping was not a monopoly of the enemy, even on paper as in this case and in spite of the primacy which the commitment to the offensive enjoyed, Soviet commanders should rein in their recklessness. Finally Stalin recommended that Pavlov, who commanded the Special Western Military District, should pay close heed to the lessons of the war-game.


Bloodless though these ‘battles’ on both sides were at this juncture, and though not a single soldier moved for the moment, the duel between Hitler and Stalin was already engaged. The German war machine had begun to click and whirr as its weight shifted to the east, while the Soviet apparatus seemed for the present to grind on almost mindlessly. Shadowy and symbolic these battles might have been, but as if in some giant mystic projection they showed, albeit dimly, the shape of catastrophes to come.*





* For a detailed analysis of the Soviet operational-strategic war game (operativnostrategicheskaya igra na kartakh) see Colonel P.N. Bobylev, ‘Repetitsiya katastrofy’, Voenno-istoricheskii Zhurnal 1993 No. 6, pp. 10–16, No. 7, pp. 14–21 and No. 8, pp. 28–35. Also The 1941 War Game of the Soviet High Command: An Archival Record. Moscow, Russian State Military Archive, (RGVA: fond 37977), East View Publications, Minneapolis USA: 35 documents, planning, participants, basic directions ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ sides, First and Second War Game, analytical documents. On 1941 war plans P.N. Bobylev, ‘K kakoi voine gotovilsya General’nyi shtab RKKA v 1941 godu?’, Otechestvennaya istoriya 1995 No. 5, pp. 3–20.




BOOK I


On Preparedness: Military and Political Developments Spring 1941






1


The Soviet Military Establishment: Reforms and Repairs (1940–1)





The Red Army emerged battered and bleeding from the brief but arduous winter war with Finland. So severely had Soviet military reputations been mauled in the earlier stages of the war that the final episodes took on the character of revenge for and restitution of a badly tarnished honour. Massed Soviet artillery tore open and often quite literally tore out of the ground the Finnish concrete forts of the ‘Mannerheim line’. The Finns were forced to fight it out on their timbered barricades, upon which rolled almost a thousand Soviet tanks. Soviet bombers, loosed initially against civilian targets, eliminated technical deficiencies, navigational ineptitude and operational inefficiency sufficiently to provide more effective support for ground operations. As the Red Army laboured to smash in the Finnish defences, Timoshenko in February 1940, prepared for the last major operation, the drive on Viipuri. From 7th Army reserve, the 28th Rifle Corps was specially assembled and ordered to cross the frozen ice of Viipuri Bay, there to establish a bridgehead on the north-western shore, west of Viipuri itself. The tanks, infantry and armoured sledges would be launched across the ice as mobile columns. The few bombers left to the Finns caught the Soviet troops on this terrifying journey, but blowing the ice and strafing the infantry failed to halt the inexorable movement. Early in March, the position for the Finns in Viipuri Bay was critical. The Finnish forces of the Isthmus Army had been ground to pieces, with battalions denuded and weapons smashed. The fighting ceased on 13 March, with a peace which perhaps more than any other was served at the point of a bayonet.


More than one million men, mountains of ammunition, mazes of artillery and powerful armoured formations, supported by a numerically formidable air force, had suffered reverse, humiliation and even annihilation at the hands of a Finnish army never more than 200,000 strong. In the earlier stages of the fighting, Soviet formations had been split into small pockets and then destroyed piecemeal. In December 1939, the 44th Rifle Division, strung out in its five-mile length as it advanced to assist the 163rd Rifle Division, was literally chopped to pieces by the Finnish mobile groups. The result was the hideous battlefield of Suomussalmi. The Soviet relief columns sent out to rescue the encircled were themselves often encircled. North of lake Ladoga, the 18th Rifle Division (8th Army) was encircled; the 168th Rifle Division (also 8th Army) was similarly encircled. Sent out to relieve the 18th Division, the 34th Tank Brigade, with its supply lines amputated, was itself encircled; it was besieged for 54 days until it was stormed and destroyed. Such was the havoc that at the end of December 1939, the entire Soviet effort was reorganized. The mass infantry attacks, which had presented the Finnish machine-gunners with such persistent and generous targets, were to be discontinued. The aimless artillery fire was to be directed henceforth against enemy fire-points. Newly arrived divisions or reinforcements were not to be committed to action without some acquaintance of the conditions under which they would have to fight. The Model 1939 rifle was issued to the infantry; the new KV tanks were brought into action. Armoured infantry sledges and electric digging machines were rushed to the front. The operational command was reorganized by 7 January 1940, when the North-Western Front was established under Timoshenko; this modified Marshal Voroshilov’s control and displaced General Meretskov (commander of the Leningrad Military District) far more completely.


The world at large combined with the Soviet command to view the war with Finland as a test of the Red Army as a modern military instrument. The winter war was not, however, the only military enterprise initiated in 1939; during that tense summer, when the final crisis had engulfed the west, Soviet troops had been engaged in heavy fighting against the Japanese on the Khalkin-Gol, the disputed zone on the Soviet-Manchurian border. The execution of the Soviet counter-stroke was entrusted to corps commander Zhukov; in mid August, 1939, he had some five hundred tanks at his disposal, some of them the latest A-1 (experimental T-34) type. In spite of heavy losses, the Red Army had scored an undeniable success against a formidable enemy in this Mongolian place d’armes. The armour, having accomplished its mission against the Japanese, was then hustled on its way to the west, for the Soviet invasion of Poland waited on a speedy and successful outcome in the east. The Soviet ‘liberating march’ into Western Belorussia, part of the noxious deal of the Nazi-Soviet Pact, appeared to impose no great strain on the Red Army. Yet appearances were deceptive. In his report on the westerly advance, the Chief of Staff of the Western Special Military District, General M.N. Purkayev, stressed that the ‘new situation’ was one in which ‘the negative considerably outweighs the positive’. Barrack-building resources were low. The network of operational aerodromes was still as it was, and there was a lack of concrete runways. The railway network was exactly what it had been on the eve of the First World War; road transport could use only two roads, going from east to west. In the event of a German attack, the military district forces had no ‘fortified districts’ upon which to fall back. To register positive gain would require a huge expenditure of time and effort, to say nothing of materials.


This was a serious note to strike at this early stage. It was to say that the westerly movement of the Red Army, advancing itself to confront the Wehrmacht, did not confer any automatic advantage. On the contrary, it put the Red Army at a temporary disadvantage, and one which was to be much intensified in the summer of 1940 when the Red Army moved into the Baltic states and into Bessarabia. At a point when the German Army was savouring all the triumphs of shatteringly successful blitzkreig, the Red Army was engaged on a serious, if not desperate, attempt to remedy the operational deficiencies revealed by war with Finland, and to make its new forward areas militarily useful. To make the Red Army fit to fight, and to have it fight in the right place, was the task, massive in its implications, assigned to the chastened Soviet command.


Although he held as yet no military rank or appointment, Stalin was indisputably master of the Red Army. As a result of the military purge, which had only very recently swept away whole echelons of officers, the new command was his creature. Among those senior officers who had survived the military purge – this far at least – one distinguishing feature was very apparent, namely association with the First Cavalry Army which had been raised during the days of the Civil War. Commanded by Voroshilov and Budenny the First Cavalry Army had aided and abetted Stalin in his insubordinate struggle with Trotsky in the far-off days of Tsaritsyn (Stalingrad). For his part, Stalin had encouraged both Budenny and Voroshilov to defy the military directives of the Central Committee, an activity which had a disastrous outcome in the 1920 Soviet-Polish War. From this time forward the enmity of Stalin and Tukhachevskii was firmly sealed, and contributed not a little to the latter’s eventual destruction. It was as Stalin’s man that Voroshilov had come to command the Soviet military establishment, although he was – until the 1937 purge – much overshadowed by Tukhachevskii and the group of highly talented officers associated with him. In the days of the Civil War, Trotsky had formed an abysmally low opinion of Voroshilov’s military abilities; subsequent events seemed to confirm this pessimistic assessment. His incompetent leadership had been forcefully criticized by senior Soviet officers in 1928. During the period of experiment with mechanized formations, early in the 1930s, Voroshilov had spoken out against their establishment. In 1932 he was prepared to envisage only the mechanized brigade. Two years later, during the special meetings of the Military Soviet attached to the Defence Commissariat called to discuss mechanization, he made his opposition even more explicit: ‘For me it is almost axiomatic that such a powerful formation as the tank corps is a very far-fetched idea and therefore we should have nothing to do with it.’ Voroshilov had to wait five years before the mechanized corps were disbanded, although even in 1934 he succeeded in slowing down the rate of mechanization. To his military cronies of the Civil War days Stalin could also add the military commissars with whom he was associated at that time. The erstwhile tailor Shchadenko was one such commissar who came to wield great power in the Red Army; another, commissar on the Southern Front, was Mekhlis, who seems to have combined a monumental incompetence with a fierce and unbending detestation of the officer corps. Both of these men played vital parts in securing the success of the 1937 purge, not least in taking control of the Red Army Political Administration at a time when the military commissars had become, at least in Stalin’s eyes, too readily identified with the command staff. Mekhlis evidently played a lamentably successful role in stalking and finally bringing down Marshal Blyukher, the legendary Soviet Far Eastern commander, who was put to death in November 1938. Stalin did not deny himself the wolfish pleasure of issuing personal arrest orders; to Army Commander Yakir, who wrote a death-cell letter affirming his loyalty to the Party, Stalin returned only curses. Mekhlis rooted out ‘treason’ in commissar and officer alike. Shchadenko watched the commissars. Beria and his NKVD officers compiled their own lists. Voroshilov stayed silent. In a welter of complicity and denunciation, private vengeance and public humiliations, the Soviet officer corps was bent and broken to the will of Stalin.


Yet even Voroshilov could not escape the upheaval which followed on the war with Finland. It was painfully obvious that public, and possibly private bombast about the Red Army’s ‘invincibility’ would no longer suffice. Voroshilov, moreover, was plainly implicated in the disastrous defeats of the preliminary stages of the war with Finland. If the Leningrad Military District had miscalculated, so had the Defence Commissariat. While Voroshilov retained the general direction of operations after December 1939, the burden of real command had fallen on Timoshenko as front commander. In what can only have been acrimonious sessions, the Main Military Soviet (Glavnyi Voennyi Soviet) attached to the Defence Commissariat had examined the reasons for the failures in Finland. This inquest on the dead divisions followed immediately after the cease-fire and lasted throughout April. At the beginning of May 1940, the ‘new’ Soviet command began to emerge. Marshal Voroshilov was removed from effective day-to-day control of military affairs by being appointed deputy chairman of the Defence Committee (Komitet Oborony pri SNK). His post of Defence Commissar went to Timoshenko, though this marked no break with the ‘tradition’ of the First Cavalry Army, in which Timoshenko had been a cavalry commander attached initially to Budenny. Although by no means a military intellectual, Timoshenko had at least passed through the higher command courses of the Red Army and was a fully trained ‘commander-commissar’. During the critical period of the military purge, Stalin had used Timoshenko as a military district commander who could hold key appointments while their incumbents were liquidated or exiled. His services in the war with Finland had been considerable, for Voroshilov had shown that he was incapable of handling large-scale operations. If anything Timoshenko was a realist, impressed by the idea that the Red Army would have to be retrained as a combat force.


At the same time, Timoshenko was appointed Marshal of the Soviet Union, together with Shaposhnikov and Kulik. These appointments of the 7 May 1940, restored the number of marshals to the 1937 figure of five, although there could be no comparison in capacities. Shaposhnikov was a career officer of the Imperial Russian Army, who volunteered his services to the Red Army in 1918. As a trained and obviously able staff officer, Shaposhnikov had taken part in planning many of the major operations of the Civil War. His subsequent career kept him closely aligned with the development of Soviet strategic doctrine and staff functions, though not until 1930 did he become a member of the Communist Party. After 1937, his was the main hand on the General Staff; in this capacity he took part in the abortive negotiations with the British and French in Moscow in the late summer of 1939, he drew up the plans for the occupation of Eastern Poland by the Red Army, and his was evidently the brain behind the revised Soviet operational plans used in the later stages of the war with Finland. His experience was vast, even if his power was less substantial. He had obviously been unable to prevent the disbanding of the large mechanized armoured formations in which the Red Army had come to specialize. Of even greater consequence was the disregarding of his advice on the deployment of the Red Army after the advances to the new frontier lines in the north and south-west. His professionalism manifestly failed to compete with the brash and idiotic opinions purveyed by men like Lev Mekhlis.


G.I. Kulik, artillery specialist, was altogether a different case. While Shaposhnikov had much to recommend him by way of seniority and services already rendered, Kulik was a nonentity. His prime qualification was that Stalin had known him during the days of the defence of Tsaritsyn in 1918. It was this which ultimately transformed him, in 1937, into the overlord of Soviet artillery, head of the Main Artillery Administration, Deputy Defence Commissar. There is no other evidence of his fitness for this post. He had held hitherto no position or responsibility which might have prepared him for these new duties. Almost at once he tangled with the Defence Industry Commissar B.L. Vannikov over the 1938 artillery developments plans; Kulik demanded ‘handsome guns’, a requirement which Vannikov, occupied with the complexities of the draft artillery plan, dismissed as mere foolishness. When, however, Vannikov somewhat later ventured to oppose one of Stalin’s own ideas, he was forthwith arrested. N.N. Voronov, as Head of Artillery (Nachal’nik artillerii RKKA), first deputy to Kulik, has composed an unflattering verdict on him:




Disorganized but with a high opinion of himself, Kulik thought all his actions infallible. It was often difficult to know what he had in his mind, what he wanted and what he was aiming at. Holding his subordinates in a state of fear was what he considered to be the best way of working.





Voronov, Head of Artillery, with his committee, had had a rough passage over the new designs. The 76-mm Model F-22 field piece, for example, had proved unsatisfactory; when Voronov approached the Defence Commissariat, he found no encouragement, so he turned to the Central Committee. Here he found even less support. He was told that quantity production was in progress and the gun would have to be put right – not scrapped. Finally, the Model USB was modified; the issue was partially solved only to be overtaken by that of mechanical towing equipment for artillery. Kulik opposed this, as he opposed the suggestion that special factories should be built to supply this equipment; he had the support of the armoured specialist, Pavlov, who was in charge of mechanization-motorization. In fact, two special factories were built in the Urals by 1939, but more were needed.


In 1940, Kulik embarked on another ‘experiment’. He abolished the post of Nachal’nik artillerii, no doubt to cow the resistance, and operated this key position himself, assisted by a triumvirate of three deputies: N.N. Voronov, G.K. Savchenko and V.D. Grendal’. It was an impossible and pointless arrangement, although it deprived the specialists of their power. Grendal’ was both specialist and commander. He had served as deputy to Rogovskii, who had done much to reorganize Soviet artillery before 1937. Rogovskii had been liquidated. Grendal’, dozent of the Artillery Academy, survived to work on the 1938 artillery development plan and to continue his technical work as president of the Artillery Committee of the Main Artillery Administration. During the Finnish war, he was brought in to take command of the 13th Army which in February-March 1940, smashed into the ‘Mannerheim line’. Twice Grendal’ attempted to get Kulik to change his mind over the artillery ‘triumvirate’; Kulik refused. Interference with the structure and functions of the Main Artillery Administration had, moreover, repercussions felt far beyond the field of artillery, for the Administration played a leading role in organizing military-scientific research. In that also, Kulik appears to have blundered ominously. In the June 1940 promotions Grendal’ became a Colonel-General of Artillery, a consolation perhaps even though he was dying of cancer. In November he was dead.


The May revolution meanwhile continued. In sum, it was to amount to nothing less than the reconstitution of the Red Army after the agonies of the military purge. The formal ranks of general and admiral, hitherto shunned as symbols of the ancien régime, were brought into new use. And the men to assume these novel splendours, the ‘Army Commanders 1st Grade’ transformed into ‘colonel-generals’ (a rank unknown in the Imperial Russian Army), were found. One of the immediate consequences of the ‘Timoshenko era’ was the release of some 4,000 officers from their servitude or disgrace to take up command positions in the Red Army. In all probability, the officer losses of the Finnish war, if nothing else, provided one army lever against the political bosses who pushed the armed forces around. There was the case of Colonel K.K. Rokossovskii, an example of that limbo to which invaluable officers were too often consigned. Rokossovskii, veteran of the Civil War, divisional commander in the Soviet Far East and a specialist in modern, mobile operations, had been accused of participation in an ‘anti-Soviet conspiracy’. At his trial, before mocking judges, he was faced with the ‘evidence’ obtained from one Yushkevich; this fully implicated Rokossovskii. The defendant, however, confessed not his guilt but his astonishment: Yushkevich had been killed in action at the Perekop in 1920. Colonel Rokossovskii’s case was held back for ‘investigation’. But he survived, to become in June 1940, one of the new 479 major-generals of the Red Army. In a few months he was to take over command of one of the newly-constituted mechanized corps.


The June promotions involved some 1,000 senior officers. G.K. Zhukov (the victor of the Khalkin-Gol), G.K. Meretskov (much less than victor in Finland) and I.V. Tyulenev (stalwart of the First Cavalry Army) were appointed full generals of the Red Army. Apanasenko and Gorodovikov (Civil War cavalry commanders) took the new rank of colonel-general. Among the new lieutenant-generals were a number who had distinguished themselves in Finland – Kirponos (70th Rifle Division commander) was one – as well as corps or military district commanders of some repute: Koniev, Vatutin, Yeremenko, Malandin, Remizov, Reiter, Sokolovskii, Chuikov (soon to be nominated for duty with the Soviet mission in China), Tsvetayev, Romanenko and Golikov. Recent graduates of the General Staff Academy, of the Frunze Academy and graduates – in a more rigorous sense – of the prison camps and interrogation chambers were crammed into this emergent command group. Prominent among the major-generals were armoured commanders: Rotmistrov, Rokossovskii, Lelyushenko, Panfilov. Shaposhnikov’s protégé, A.M. Vasilevskii, was promoted, as were Biryuzov and Antonov. There were parallel promotions in the arms and services: Ya.N. Fedorenko became a lieutenant-general of tank troops, A.F. Khrenov a major-general of engineering troops, V.I. Kazakov, L.A. Govorov and K.S. Moskalenko major-generals of artillery. Like V.D. Grendal’, N.N. Voronov, first deputy to Marshal Kulik of the Main Artillery Administration, was promoted to Colonel-General of Artillery.


The Soviet Navy (VMF), which had had a tortuous history and suffered severely during the purge of the officer corps, now acquired admirals. N.G. Kuznetsov (chief of the naval forces), L.M. Galler and I.S. Isakov (both of the Naval Staff) were the new Soviet admirals; V.F. Tributs (commander of the Baltic Fleet) and I.S. Yumashev (commander of the Pacific Fleet) became vice-admirals, and A.G. Golovko (Northern Fleet commander) and F.S. Oktyabrskii (Black Sea Fleet commander) appeared now as rear-admirals. The Soviet Air Force (VVS) received a new batch of lieutenant-generals, P.F. Zhigarev, G.P. Kravchenko, S.F. Zhavoronkov among them. The former commander of the Air Force, Ya.I. Alksnis, received nothing but the final death sentence at this time, which put an end to his languishing in prison. The purge and the restitutions, plus the promotions, hardly balanced out. Promotions did not bring experience with the generals’ stars, and behind the generals came the brand-new colonels with their regiments. The Inspector-General of Infantry (Red Army) discovered, in his samplings of autumn 1940, that of 225 regimental commanders, not one had attended a full course at a military academy, only twenty-five had finished a military school and the remainder, 200 in all, had merely passed a junior lieutenant’s course. It was, therefore, no wonder that Marshal Shaposhnikov dragged in from all military highways and by-ways officers by the score to attend high-pressure training courses on staff work, and to sit on the rigorous, protracted study-sessions of the failures in Finland.


The Red Army, officer and man alike, had to be retrained. On the surface, it appeared that this was being done in all seriousness. April saw the beginning of a positive turmoil of conferences and meetings which ran on until the end of the year. The first of these gatherings, and clearly one of the most important, was that summoned by the Central Committee of the Communist Party, when senior military commanders were to discuss the results of the Finnish operations. This was, however, no ‘discussion’ in the normal sense of the word. Stalin took this opportunity, which he had manufactured himself, to refurbish the image of the Soviet armed forces. He announced that the Red Army was striding along the road leading to its being a new, modern army; in the course of its operations in the winter war, the Red Army had mastered not only the Finnish forces, but also the equipment, tactics and the strategy of those leading European powers which had schooled and armed the Finns. It was an extravagant claim, to say the least, for an army which had been so severely mauled, and whose imperfections had even earlier been exposed – admittedly, rather more gently – in the ‘liberation drives’ into eastern Poland in 1939. It was a claim which Soviet historians record rather sourly today.


There were, in effect, many debates but few decisions, and even those were questionable. That is the burden of retrospective Soviet criticism. Closer inspection of the 1940 ‘reforms’ tends to give credence to these views. After Stalin’s April address, the Main Military Soviet turned its attention to the problem of training, most immediately that for officers. The syllabuses and programmes of the military academies were renovated, with greater emphasis on exercises in the field. In the military schools, junior officers were trained more rigorously in controlling their units as well as being taught to handle a variety of weapons and equipment. The general training directive, Order No. 120 (May 16 1940), On combat and political training of troops for summer period 1940, laid great emphasis on realistic programmes, to teach the Red Army what it would need to know in war, and only that. The basis task was to implement that condition of being ‘ever ready to administer a rebuff to an aggressor’. All-weather training, day and night training, close combat training, infantry-tank-artillery-aviation co-operation training, assault training (storming field and prepared fortifications) – the overriding need was for well-trained infantry. The wasteful, murderous and repetitive mass attack, which had been swept away by Finnish machine-guns, the disorganized battalion or the unco-ordinated division were to be eliminated by strenuous exercise. The weight of concern was directed to the individual soldier, to the small unit and its control in operational conditions. Timoshenko himself had admitted frankly that ‘We’ve got to work at it’; in the particular conditions of the Finnish war, where the robot-soldier was at a loss, the point was plain to see. Yet something had gone wrong on a grand scale, for which the Red Army soldier had had to pay a merciless price. Even if the retraining of the lower ranks had been the only problem, too soon that gave evidence of being no startling success. By the end of the year, the ‘intensive’ training programme was in real trouble.


At the same time, the Red Army soldier was subject to a new disciplinary code, which marked an important departure from the established path of what might be called the Soviet ‘theory of morale and discipline’. Although the Red Army, from its inception, had always wielded a heavy authoritarian hand, the idea of ‘coercion’ (prinuzhdeniya) had been officially eschewed. In line with the general theories of the role of communist ‘consciousness’, that is, political consciousness, the soldier was ‘educated’ to his battlefield duties and to his responsibilities towards the socialist motherland. The work of the military commissars, with their responsibility for political education, the utilization of Party members as ‘stiffeners’ in combat formations, the function of ‘political education’ in the widest sense were all elements of an official voluntaristic approach. While egalitarianism and the military profession had long since been discerned as incompatibles, the formalism of ‘bourgeois armies’ – the obligatory salute, for example – had been kept out. Now this was changed, first with the introduction of a deliberately rigid military discipline, strongly coercive and avowedly punitive, and second with the innovation of military forms and courtesies demonstrably ‘bourgeois’. Clearly what was at stake was the authority of the officer, which had suffered severely during the most searching period of the military purge; in the same way, the military commissar had lost face, for the purge had fallen on commissar alike. Discipline had broken down during the war with Finland. It was going to be restored quite drastically.


In July 1940 the Supreme Soviet rubber-stamped the decree on increased penalties for ‘voluntary absence’ and desertion. The revised disciplinary code, Distsiplinarnyi Ustav, was promulgated in August. Far from being a monument to ‘communist morality’, the code represented, in the view of at least one Soviet historian, a reactionary move in the literal sense. It embodied to a large extent the opinions of ‘certain officers’ who had begun their military careers in the Imperial Russian Army, and who, whatever their persuasiveness in 1940, idealized the relationship between officer and man in the tsar’s forces. The pre-1917 Russian officer corps was assuredly not that model of enlightenment, competence and charity which these erstwhile ‘Imperials’ had come to think it; the Russian soldier did not enjoy either his punishment or his murder by incompetence. The 1940 code visibly increased the number of punishable offences for rank and file. Obedience was henceforth to be unconditional, the execution of orders prompt and precise, Soviet discipline to be marked by ‘severer and harsher requirements than discipline in other armies based upon class subjugation’. The ‘liberal commander’, the officer who fraternized with his men, was declared an official menace. The officers themselves, subject also to the formal disciplinary requirements, were henceforth liable to the strictures of the Honour Court, an institution which went right back to the Imperial Russian Army. All this deliberate, even archaic formalism seemed to run counter to Timoshenko’s public protestation: ‘We are all for individual initiative!’ How much this punitive approach actually smothered it, the political officers were soon to discover.


The breakdown in discipline was testimony also to the degeneration of the Political Administration, which, during and after 1937, became a powerful repressive agency within the armed forces. The relationship between commander and commissar had never been easy. The military commissar, as a watchdog over the commander, inhibited command; as an ‘assistant’ to command, he merely confused it. When the reliability of the armed forces was in doubt, ‘dual command’ – commissar-commander control – was enforced; in the interests of military efficiency, and as some recognition of the general adherence of the armed forces to the regime ‘unitary command’ (edinonachalie) – command exercised without commissar control – had been instituted. The Red Army flourished under ‘unitary command’ from 1925–37. In 1937, ‘dual command’ was hammered on with the purge. ‘Military Soviets’, the command-and-control device of a senior officer flanked by ‘political members’, blanketed the major commands and institutions. The bearded and brilliant Army Commissar 1st Grade Yan Gamarnik, head of the Political Administration, had, allegedly, shot himself in May 1937. In his place came Lev Mekhlis, now promoted to senior Army Commissar and Deputy Defence Commissar. Like Kulik, Mekhlis was an old acquaintance of Stalin; after serving as a military commissar to a division on the Civil War Southern Front (against Wrangel), he had worked in the Workers-Peasants Inspectorate (Rabkrin) with Stalin, and operated subsequently as one of Stalin’s special group dealing with the Party political apparatus. He stepped in as Stalin’s man to edit Pravda. In 1937 he had every opportunity to wreak his private vengeances on the Red Army command. At the head of a brigade of new commissars, he arrived in May 1938 in Khabarovsk to do his master’s bidding. The first occasion for him to show his military incompetence came later that year at lake Khasan in the Soviet Far East, when Soviet and Japanese forces clashed. Mekhlis showed an almost criminal predilection for frontal assaults; the Soviet troops were charging Japanese machine-guns on the heights. Stupid and self-deceiving bombast about Soviet ‘valour’ accompanied snide and sinister denunciation of the field commanders. Shortly after Mekhlis’s Far Eastern ‘inspection’, Marshal Blyukher was recalled to Moscow and killed. Mekhlis and Kulik had worked together during the Finnish war, to what sum of Soviet casualties can only be guessed. In the late summer of 1940, Mekhlis was appointed to the State Control Commission, a general inspectorate with wide powers. In this capacity, and as a Deputy Defence Commissar, his responsibilities were very considerable and his influence on Soviet military planning great. His military commissars, however, were under considerable fire for their work during the Finnish war.


In July 1940, the Political Administration of the Red Army (Politupravlenie RKKA) was reorganized as the Main Administration for Political Propaganda of the Red Army (Glavnoe upravlenie politicheskoi propagandy RKKA), a change in name which coincided with a modification in the nature of political work within the armed forces. (In August, the same institutional modification was carried out in the Soviet Navy, where the Political Administration was replaced by a Main Administration for Political Propaganda.) Political and tactical training were more closely linked, even in the physical sense by taking the political work into the field. The July decree dealing with shortcomings in local Party organs attempted to correct the abuses in the admission of new Party members; the principle of ‘voluntary application’ had been persistently infringed, especially during the war with the Finns. In the place of ‘hurrah-patriotism’, the political agitators now switched to amplifications of the military achievements of Red Army divisions, so that, as M.I. Kalinin suggested, the Red Army soldier should know not merely the number of his regiment but its revolutionary achievements. Nevertheless, although ‘hurrah-patriotism’ (which was a sarcasm coined in the reports of senior political officers) had been somewhat displaced, the propaganda ‘line’ had not been altered in any basic sense. One set of clichés replaced another. Drawing the political staff more and more into military training inevitably cramped their ‘ideological-educational work’. And although the vacuous nonsense about easy victory over a weak enemy had been dropped right out of the propaganda schedules, there was no mention of how tough the potential enemy might turn out to be. Like the discipline which began to turn more and more to open coercion, ‘political education’ ran itself into the sands of shibboleths.


Hard on the heels of this reorganization of the political departments came the August decree on the restitution of ‘unitary command’ in the Soviet armed forces. This relieved the military commissar of his control functions, a move justified in official explanations by reference to the ‘development’ of the officer corps. In practice, it was not as simple as it looked. The ‘theory’ of ‘unitary command’ involved the political officer becoming ‘deputy commander for political affairs’, thus eliminating a complicated intermingling of functions. The ‘theory’ also extended to envisaging under ‘unitary command’ the consolidation and co-ordination of ‘military and Party-political leadership’. There were also the three levels of activity to be considered: the tactical, operational and strategic. At the tactical level, the commander was freed from the direct control of the commissar. At the operational level, however, involving military districts, fleets, and major military institutions, the ‘military soviet’ was retained, and at the highest level, the strategic, ‘collective organs of direction’ (such as the Main Military Soviet) were effectively strengthened. In brute practice, the ‘collectivity’ of this higher leadership was crippled by Stalin’s personal interventions and relentless grip on military affairs, in matters both great and small. The higher commands made no appreciable gain in freedom of action. What contradicted Stalin’s own views was jettisoned or disowned. To innovate was dangerous, to oppose was not infrequently fatal.


Also in August 1940, Marshal Shaposhnikov withdrew from his post as Chief of the General Staff. His health had deteriorated sharply. During the late summer, he worked as an inspector of combat training and supervised the compilation of the new field service regulations which were about to be poured on the Red Army. At the close of the year, Shaposhnikov took over the supervision of the frontier fortification programme, which was organized through a series of ‘construction administrations’ (Upravlenii Nachal’nika Stroitel’stva: UNS), plus ‘construction sectors’. Stalin brought in General of the Army K.A. Meretskov to replace Shaposhnikov. The new Chief of the General Staff came of peasant stock and made upon some observers a generally uncongenial impression. Trained in Germany for a while in 1931 under the terms of the secret pre-1934 Soviet-German military collaboration, Meretskov had shown application (though some reluctance to speak German) and now enjoyed a certain reputation as a tactician. Kirponos meanwhile assumed command of the Leningrad Military District.


The times had little to commend them when Meretskov took up his duties. The Red Army was in the throes of a contorted, contradictory reorganization, pressing a new technical stamp on an awkward and warped organizational structure. While the protagonists of a mythical Russian military virtue worked on the Soviet soldier, and as Stalin cut up the political departments to satisfy his own ideas and private priorities, staffs and arms commanders had to face a fresh and evidently unexpected lesson in the methods of waging war. The German blitzkrieg, slicing up the British and French armies, made revision of Soviet views on the organization of armour suddenly essential. More than that, it gave real urgency to the need for coherent and comprehensive military doctrine.


Not that Stalin intended to go to war, or even to run the risk of it. At the end of June, Winston Churchill seized the opportunity presented by the appointment of Sir Stafford Cripps as ambassador in Moscow to warn Stalin of the dangers of German hegemony in Europe. This menaced the Soviet Union no less than Great Britain. Stalin was unimpressed, or at least proclaimed himself so in the account of this retailed by Molotov to the German ambassador. Quite the most important phrase in this conversation was the Stalinist insistence that ‘basic national interests’ not mere ‘transient circumstances’ bound Germany and the Soviet Union. If he rebuffed London, Stalin did so by an inverted assurance to the Germans:




Stalin observed the policy of Germany, and knew several leading German statesmen well. He had not discovered any desire on their part to engulf European countries. Stalin was not of the opinion that German military successes menaced the Soviet Union and her friendly relations with Germany.





Nor were the Germans unaware of Stalin’s own engulfments. Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia had been reduced by Soviet ultimata in mid June. On the 17 June, after an unhindered 135-kilometre march, Yeremenko’s 6th Cavalry Corps entered Kaunas. Troops of the Leningrad Military District moved into Estonia and Latvia. Stalin now swung south, forcing on Rumania an ultimatum (26 June) demanding the northern Bukovina and Bessarabia for the Soviet Union. Anxious not to see Rumania, rich in oil and food, fall in its entirety to Stalin, Berlin forced acquiescence in the Soviet demands on Bucarest. In Kolomea, top-secret Order No. 001 dated 26 June and timed 22.00 hours had already been issued by the 12th Army commander, Lieutenant-General Cherevichenko; a ‘mechanized-cavalry group’ would undertake the advance into the new territories. The tank brigades attached to 12th Army’s rifle corps were assigned first-day objectives, after which they came under separate corps and divisional commands. In all, two cavalry corps, six tank brigades and a motorized rifle division were used in this operation. Within less than a year, and by a series of bounds, the Red Army had reached the line running through Riga-Kovno-Brest-Czernovitz. The Soviet Navy, appreciably unlocked, could run its bases into the Baltic. Soviet aircraft and airfields could be deployed westwards in this fresh strategic ‘front’.


By German reckoning, in late July 1940, the Red Army disposed of 20 armies, a minimum of 30 corps, 151 rifle divisions, 9 cavalry corps, 31–2 cavalry divisions, 6 ‘motorized-mechanized corps’ and 36 ‘motorized-mechanized brigades’. They were deployed after this fashion:




Finland: 15 rifle divisions


Baltic: 14 rifle divisions, 3 cavalry divisions, 12 mechanized brigades


Poland: 22 rifle divisions, 4 cavalry divisions, 2 mechanized brigades


Bukovina, Bessarabia: 15 rifle divisions, 6 cavalry divisions, 8 mechanized brigades


Kiev, Kharkov, Odessa, Crimea: 20 rifle divisions, 5 cavalry divisions, 2 mechanized brigades


Caucasus: 3 mountain divisions, 1 cavalry division


North Caucasus: 4 rifle divisions, 3 cavalry divisions


Moscow: 10 rifle divisions, 4 mechanized brigades


Volga: 4 rifle divisions


Urals: 3 rifle divisions.





Assuming that Rumania and Finland would contain a number of Soviet divisions, and allowing for the 34 rifle divisions, 8 cavalry divisions and 8 mechanized brigades deployed in the Soviet Far East, the Red Army, by this reckoning could commit against the Wehrmacht 70 rifle divisions, 23 cavalry divisions and 28 mechanized brigades. At no very distant date, prodded by the wary Finns and Japanese, Fremde Heere Ost would see fit to raise this estimate.


Sobered by the Finnish war, and shaken by the swift results brought by blitzkreig in the west, the Soviet command had now urgently to look at its own ideas. Colonel-General D.G. Pavlov, armoured warfare specialist at the Stalin Academy of Mechanization and Motorization, the expert who had reported in person to Stalin on his observations in Spain, could not disguise that his ideas were ill-conceived. The Panzer divisions were no figment of the imagination. Thus Lieutenant-General Yeremenko, 6th Cavalry Corps commander, found himself suddenly in July ordered from Lithuania to Minsk, where he received orders to organize the 3rd Mechanized Corps. The large armoured formations were coming back. Colonel-General Pavlov’s earlier recommendations were reversed.


Too many of the makers of military doctrine had fallen in the first, fierce decimations of the 1937–8 purge. The research, experiment and discussion ground to a grimly abrupt halt. Much tactical doctrine stood virtually undeveloped beyond the point of Tukhachevskii’s 1937 introduction to the 1936 Field Service Regulations (Vremennyi Polevoi Ustav RKKA: PU–36). In general terms, a future war was envisaged as an ‘imperialist coalition’ directed against the Soviet Union, bringing a protracted conflict necessitating total mobilization. The importance of the ‘technical factor’ would continue to grow, facilitating mobile operations on an increasing scale, although periods of positional warfare could not be ruled out. The political premisses apart, that had been the burden of Marshal Tukhachevskii’s outline of things to come in his talk with Isserson in 1937. In line with Soviet traditions, the offensive occupied pride of place in the attentions of the theorists; the primacy of the offensive was an article of faith. During the early 1930s, Soviet experts persisted with their investigations of the ‘operating art’ under modern conditions, in particular, with the operating forms of operations in depth. The ‘operating art’ (operativnoe iskusstvo) lay between strategy and tactics, by general definition ‘the theory and practice of conducting operations of all types and scales’. For all practical purposes, this involved investigation of offensive breakthrough operations at army and subsequently ‘front’ (army group) levels. From the outset, it provoked argument and discussion about force structures; under Tukhachevskii, the Red Army had begun to evolve into two armies in one, the first a powerful, mobile striking force, the second more traditionally ‘steam-roller’ in aspect. Tukhachevskii was acutely aware of the need to close the gap between technology and tactics, an issue which provoked bitter criticism from Voroshilov. In November 1933, after a particularly ferocious attack on the idea of ‘operations in depth’ (glubokii boi) by Voroshilov, Tukhachevskii pointed out the consequences:




. . . after your remarks at the plenary session of the Revolutionary Military Soviet (RVS) many have gained the impression that, in spite of the army’s new equipment, tactics must remain as of old . . . I decided to write this letter, since after the plenary session there has been great agitation in the minds of the commanders. They are talking about doing away with the new tactical forms, or of any development of them, and because, I repeat, that completely conflicts with what you yourself have frequently maintained, I decided to give you this information about the confusion which has resulted . . .





The argument, which had its counterpart in many other armies, was cut brutally short in 1937. The dilemma, however, remained.


German military observers pointed to what they called Schematismus (which present Soviet commentators brand as ‘dogmatism’) as one of the principal failings of the Soviet commanders. What was prescribed in the manuals and regulations was too literal a gospel. Even so, what was propounded in the 1936 regulations – described as late as 1941 in German reports as neuzeitlich, klar und bestimmt – formed a by no means inadequate basis for the understanding of modern operations. Unfortunately, the tactical ideas and forms proved to be too advanced for the average Russian soldier and for the officer corps as a whole. Now, in 1940, the problem had grown in intensity. A revised version of the 1936 regulations was under preparation – the 1939 draft regulations – which, not unexpectedly, assigned the offensive a dominant role. In the event of enemy attack, the Red Army would itself take the offensive, and carry the war to the enemy. Victory would be achieved by the complete destruction of the enemy, ‘decisive victory at low cost’ (dostizheniya reshitel’noi pobedy maloi krov’yu). The confidence engendered by this formula had led, even in 1937, to Stalin closing down the work being done to prepare effective partisan warfare in the event of enemy attack and invasion.


It was at the beginning of the 1930s that the Central Committee formally instructed the People’s Commissariat for War and Naval Affairs (streamlined in 1934 into the Defence Commissariat) to consider plans for blocking lines of communication, organizing special Party cadres to act as partisan nuclei and building powerful ‘rear bases’ (which were to remain secret). In the Ukrainian Military District, with its staff headquarters at Kharkov, Yakir instructed his commanders to elaborate training programmes and to prepare special equipment for ‘partisans’. One of the items of special attention concerned training with foreign weapons, for it was assumed that partisan armament may well consist of captured weapons. While Yakir, Uborevich and Blyukher played their own parts in these plans, it was inevitable that the chief of the Intelligence Administration of the Red Army Staff (the Fourth Section), Yan Karlovich Berzin, should have taken a special interest in these undertakings. Berzin (whose real name was Piotr Kuizis), was by origin a Latvian, who spent a hazardous youth engaged in revolutionary activity and who after 1917 stayed to serve with the Red Army as a career officer. During the 1920s, he came to head the Fourth Section, the Red Army’s intelligence administration, and it was he who was responsible for, among other things, the handling of the outstanding Soviet agent Richard Sorge. In 1936–7 Berzin was sent to Spain in charge of Soviet intelligence and sabotage operations, and in 1938 he was, on Stalin’s orders, sent to his death before a firing squad. Meanwhile, the plans for partisan warfare had been taken a stage further; there had been a certain amount of experimentation with the secret ‘rear bases’ and the use of high-speed means of communication, including courier aircraft and parachutists. In an early lecture, Yakir had underlined the importance of the ‘partisan-parachutists’ and emphasized that technical improvement had done much to increase the general significance of ‘partisan war’. On the western frontiers, at the same time as the ‘fortified districts’ were being built, a chain of ‘partisan bases’ was established with them. Already in 1935–6, however, the influence of Stalin, fond of propounding the notion of the ‘inviolability’ of the Soviet frontiers, was making itself felt; one of the Soviet specialists on partisan trainings and on mines, in particular, noticed the great reluctance of Tukhachevskii to speak openly on the relevance of partisan warfare to Soviet defence preparations. A little more than a year later, the matter became purely academic, as Stalin shot and imprisoned the men responsible for the defence programme, and thereafter had his own way. The most pertinent commentary on this change of course is perhaps that in June–July 1941, when partisan warfare became an obvious necessity, the first ‘operating instructions’ were nothing more than a reprint of the 1919 Civil War directives, for which there was much scrabbling in the archives.


The same brash and ignorant conceit, the notion of ‘easy victory’, had equally deleterious effects on the consideration of defensive operations, which were regarded as temporary phenomena, incapable of being sustained for the whole length of a strategic ‘front’. For this reason, defence was officially accorded a ‘supporting role’, with no attention whatsoever being paid to strategic defence, or, for that matter, to the counter-offensive. Colonel Sandalov, lecturer at the General Staff Academy and one of the officers who helped to prepare Tukhachevskii’s ‘invasion war-game’, discerned this weakness at the 1937 manoeuvres. ‘Defensive forces’ were totally at a discount, until they fitted into the offensive design. The Academy in its work ignored the problems of ‘operational defence’, much as it ignored any persistent study of the initial period of a war. This, combined with the gross underestimation of the ‘potential enemy’ and the lack of any examination of the problems of strategic deployment, put the Soviet command at a major disadvantage.


At an earlier stage, the principle of ‘depth’ had been applied to the consideration of defensive operations; prepared positions, obstructions and anti-tank obstacles were mandatory. The operational form of a defensive front came to consist of the ‘support army’ (single echelon), with front reserves deployed in depth. This was thought adequate enough to halt an opponent ‘along the axis of the main blow’. The army operating defensively should have up to 10–12 rifle divisions, 1–2 tank brigades, 5–6 artillery and mortar regiments of the High Command Reserve, 5–6 engineer battalions and 1–2 ‘mixed’ (fighter and bomber) aviation divisions. Without the operational zone itself, the depth of the defence was set at 40–60 kilometres, divisional frontages in main sectors being 6–10 kilometres (and 12–16 in secondary sectors). The few exercises devoted to this nevertheless resulted in the adoption of a linear defence, where the majority of the divisions were committed to the major zone of resistance, and reserves were skimmed away to one division. Yegorov had chosen this solution in the abortive war-game of 1936. Wasteful and inefficient ‘doorstep defence’ resulted; for the moment, weakness was concealed by predicating the most favourable operational conditions for the Soviet forces, in defence and attack alike. Although the 1936 regulations emphasized that ‘modern defence is essentially anti-tank defence’, in 1940 plans and proposals in this field crept along; anti-tank defence (PTO) in theory disposed of artillery and air attack on enemy tanks, of passive mine barriers, of air – and artillery – supported tank counter-attack, and finally of the ‘anti-tank reserves’. Nothing like this worked in practice. The density of anti-tank guns (ten per kilometre) hardly corresponded to a situation where 100 tanks could be massed; the remaining artillery was operated from concealed positions, which minimized its effectiveness. As the culmination of this ‘defence’, the front commander was supposed to retain sufficient operational reserves to mount a ‘powerful counter-stroke’, specifically a flank blow on an already weakened enemy.


The offensive did not lack its theoretical configurations. Although echeloning in depth was stipulated, in fact only two echelons were considered, for attack and for exploitation. Since aviation and reserves had to be reckoned with, a ‘four-echelon’ composition operated:












	1st echelon:  


	‘forward aerial echelon’







	2nd echelon:  


	‘attack echelon’ (reinforced rifle corps of shock armies)







	3rd echelon:  


	‘breakthrough exploitation echelon’ (one or two mechanized corps, or cavalry corps)







	4th echelon:  


	reserves.











The ‘shock army’ (udarniya armiya), of which one or two would be assigned to a front, undertook the major breakthrough role. Formations lacking that special reinforcement which characterized the ‘shock army’ were designated ‘holding armies’ or ‘support blow armies’. A ‘shock army’ would have up to 4 rifle corps (12–15 rifle divisions), 1–2 mechanized or cavalry corps, 3–4 aviation divisions, 10–12 artillery regiments, infantry support tanks, engineer and chemical warfare battalions. Operational norms for a breakthrough prescribed a density of 50–100 tanks per kilometre of breakthrough (and the same number of guns). A simple reversal of their own requirements for the offensive could have persuaded Soviet commanders how unrealistic was their defensive anti-tank idea. Front offensive operations would have a depth of 150–250 kilometres, those of the ‘shock armies’ up to 100 kilometres, with a potential of a 10–15 kilometre advance (up to 50 kilometres with mobile forces) per day.


The Finnish war resulted in some innovations. The significance of artillery, which Tukhachevskii had heavily underscored in 1936–7, was demonstrated in the assaults on the ‘Mannerheim line’. Small assault groups had proved invaluable, improvised though they were. ‘Tank raids’ (tankovyi desant), used against particular obstacles, had been found effective in speeding up advances. But tanks and artillery, the indispensable support of the infantry, were still far from giving it adequate co-operation. All this obviously prompted the tactical retraining of the Soviet infantry, while the wider lessons were incorporated, in part, in the draft field service regulations which superseded the 1939 draft. The aim of the offensive operation, multi-echeloned as before, was now defined as the encirclement and destruction of the enemy, as opposed to the previous object of ‘constraint’, merely pushing him back. Here was a fair compliment to Zhukov, for his operations at Khalkin-Gol, although not a complete consummation, had aimed at encirclement. The ‘shock’ and ‘supporting’ division of roles was retained, but to maintain the necessary attack momentum, the infantry formations were to increase their echelons, to some two or three. In the organization of defence, special attention should be directed to anti-tank obstacles, in the entire depth of the defensive position. Tanks and anti-tank guns provided the basic anti-tank measures.


The revised regulations stood ready in August 1940, yet they needed still further revision. A special commission carried out one more review, but at the end of October Timoshenko transferred all this work to the Main Commission for Manuals (Glavnaya ustavnaya komissiya), presided over by Marshal Budenny, First Deputy Defence Commissar. Meretskov’s deputy, Lieutenant-General N.F. Vatutin, Kulik’s deputy, Colonel-General of Artillery N.N. Voronov, Deputy Inspector-General of Artillery, Major-General L.A. Govorov, and the senior lecturer of the General Staff Academy, Lieutenant-General (Engineers) D.M. Karbyshev sat down to finalize the draft regulations – a task which never reached completion. At least the naval and aviation manuals appeared in 1940, which temporarily closed one gap.


Soviet naval policy had already proved the undoing of many good men. The purge of the Soviet armed forces worked also to the detriment of the navy. Stalin, bent on acquiring an ocean-going fleet, rid himself in his usual fashion of these who insisted on a defensive force, based on the submarine. The old Soviet naval command toppled into oblivion. Orlov, Muklevich, Ludrii, together with the fleet commanders and the ship designers were shot. Temporary replacement to Orlov was P.A. Smirnov, an officer of the Naval Inspectorate; real power concentrated itself in the Main Naval Soviet, the collective organ of the newly constituted, independent naval force, which was directly under Stalin’s own minute scrutiny. Zhdanov presided over the deliberations of the Main Naval Soviet (Glavnyi Voennyi Soviet Voenno-morskovo Flota); L.M. Galler, deputy commander of the naval forces in 1937, rose to be chief of the Main Naval Staff (Glavnyi Morskoi Shtab). An officer of the Imperial Russian Navy, Galler cannot have entered with wholly unmixed feelings into his new assignment; very quickly he had to screw his courage up, fearful as he was of the purges,* to insist that the training and intelligence administrations should be concentrated in the Naval Staff and not decentralized in the naval commands. He won. And Galler was pressed by constant demands from Stalin to examine ship designs and plans; the construction programme went ahead even without final technical testing. The new cruisers (Chapaev-class), Leningrad-class flotilla leaders and destroyers were laid down, but so were more submarines (forty-seven in 1938). In 1939 came the battleship programme – and more submarines. Galler at this time was discussing with N. Kuznetsov, who finally came to head the Soviet naval forces in March 1939, the new manual on Soviet naval operations. Before the formalities of official doctrine, several practical issues obtruded themselves, one in particular being naval aviation. Stalin doubted that the navy needed its own aviation arm. The Main Naval Staff had no illusions, especially after the beginning of the Second World War, that it did. Much depended on Galler’s final position, and Kuznetsov was able to persuade Stalin of the need for a naval air arm, though strike aircraft, such as torpedo-bombers, were as yet not forthcoming. The Soviet Navy was technically and operationally responsible for the defence of the Soviet coasts; Galler, having analysed First World War and early Second World War experiences, was convinced that coastal defence (Beregova oborona VMF) needed a complement of marines, AA guns and land forces (artillery, tanks and rifle units) in addition to the shore batteries. Marshal Shaposhnikov did not think so. With the possibility that the dispute might be referred to Stalin, the Naval Staff prepared its case. ‘With great respect’, Galler approached Shaposhnikov; sticking literally to more than his guns, Galler got his way. In October 1940, Admirals Isakov and Galler changed places, with the latter heading the Naval Construction programme, of which he became Deputy People’s Commissar. Galler left behind him the manual on naval operations (Vremennoe nastavlenie po vedeniyu morskikh operatsii 1940). In spite of Stalin’s ‘big ship’ megalomania, the doctrine turned out to be eminently sensible; the naval forces would be committed to sea support of the land flank, to amphibious and anti-amphibious operations, to attack on enemy coastal bases and positions. In operations against enemy sea lanes, the submarine would be the principal weapon. The Soviet Navy remained committed to an essentially defensive role, such as had been conceived before 1937. Stalin, at the price of a shattered command, got his prestige major surface units, or at least the plans for them. The navy, thanks to the June 1940, smash-and-grab raid in the Baltic provinces, got its bases.


The refurbishing of ‘doctrine’ notwithstanding, the fundamental issue involved the organization and structure of the Soviet armed forces; above all, the command had to make effective decisions about re-equipping the Red Army and its air arm. With Marshal Kulik, Lev Mekhlis and E.A. Shchadenko at the head of a special commission appointed by Stalin to supervise the procurement of new equipment, the probability of sound decision diminished sharply. The reconstitution of the mechanized corps provided an unfortunate example. The first mechanized brigade in the Red Army (commanded by B.T. Volskii,*) formed up in 1930–1, and was rapidly expanded into the first mechanized corps with two mechanized brigades and one rifle brigade. Two more mechanized corps, in Kiev and Leningrad, were formed in 1932. As the pace of mechanization increased, Voroshilov’s opposition to it also increased. From the Spanish Civil War, Pavlov brought Stalin first-hand evidence that large armoured formations had no future; this lay with tank battalions incorporated into the rifle divisions and corps, and with tank brigades, organized independently but available to the rifle formations should the situation warrant their use. By 1939, the mechanized corps had been disbanded, and the highest armoured tactical unity was the brigade. For more than two years, the Soviet armoured forces had stagnated. Now the mechanized corps hurriedly formed up. Commanders like Yeremenko had no margins to play with. For the 3rd Mechanized Corps, Yeremenko selected the Vilno-Alitus-Ukmerg area as his formation points. 3rd Corps staff, and the 84th Motorized Rifle Division remained in Vilno; the 5th Tank Division (Brigade Commander Kurkin) assembled in Alitus and the 2nd Tank Division (Colonel Krivoshein and deputy commander Lieutenant-Colonel Chernyakhovskii) formed up in Ukmerg. Engineer, infantry, cavalry and artillery battalions jostled about, waiting for the new equipment and their assignments to the ‘tank’ and ‘mechanized’ components of the corps. In Moscow, Lieutenant-General Romanenko worked to pull the 1st Mechanized Corps into shape, while commanders were selected for or posted to the dozen or so formations which were projected.


The Soviet tank park, bigger than the entire tank forces of the world put together, made a less impressive showing in terms of modernity. The T-26 light-medium tank and the BT (bystrokhodnyi tank) models – BT-7 (1935) and BT-7M (1938), highly mobile armoured fighting vehicles for use with the mechanized brigades – predominated. The T-26, the T-27 tankette, the T-28 medium tank and the T-35 heavy tank dated back to the mid 1930s. The BT-7M marked the end of the evolutionary line for these models, although in 1939 the BT-7M, with a v-2 diesel engine, went into quantity production, serving the Red Army at Khalkin-Gol and in the advance into eastern Poland. The T-28 medium tank, triple-turreted, and designed for breaking through fortified positions, underwent modifications to its armour after the Finnish war; 1940 marked the end of its seven-year production run. The 50-ton, five-turreted (one 76.2-mm, one 45-mm gun, five machine-guns) heavy tank T-35, although never mass-produced, lingered on past 1939. In 1936, work had begun on more advanced models, and two years later the prototypes were ready; already in 1937 the model T-45-6 (T-111) had been used to introduce armour capable of standing up to the new anti-tank guns. The two design studies for heavy tanks envisaged multi-turreted models; in evaluating and improving the twin-turret versions, vehicles of some 58 tons with 60-mm armour and two guns (76-mm and 45-mm), Kotin’s team concluded that these monsters – types SMK and T-100 – were less promising than the single-turret machine. Work began in 1939 on the KV-1 heavy tank, single-turreted, diesel-engined, and by December the tank had been accepted for the Red Army. A little earlier, in August 1939, Stalin and the Main Military Soviet, after inspecting various designs, had decided to proceed with the development of the integrally tracked medium tank. Koshkin’s design team had been working on a track-and-wheel medium tank, the A-20 which was a modified version of the BT-7M; Tarshinov produced the redesigned and distinctive hull, with the well-shaped sloping frontal armour. The A-20 gave place to the A-30, with a 45-mm gun, and Koshkin and Morozov worked on a further version, the T-32, operating entirely on tracks. The end product was the famous T-34, with its A-20/A-30/T-32 lineage.


These were excellent machines (although the KV-2, with its 152-mm howitzer in the slab-sided turret, was less so). It was, therefore, a blunder of considerable proportions not to have produced them. In 1940, only 243 KV and 115 T-34 tanks were produced. The real danger lay in stopping the production of the old machines without ensuring the production of the new. No final decision had been taken at the Defence Commissariat on the T-34 and the KV machines, for there were other models in the offing (which subsequently enjoyed no great success). The previous mechanized corps, with their three brigades, had an establishment of 500 tanks; the new formations, with their three divisions (two tank, one motorized rifle) had a paper establishment of no less than 1,031 tanks. Organic artillery and transport, wireless sets and motor-cycles, tractors and lorries all had to be found, and these quickly.


The Motor-Transport and Motor-Highway Service (Avtotransportnaya i dorozhnaya sluzhba) was at this time on the point of being closed down. During the war with Finland, this service organized 100-lorry convoys to shift ammunition and supplies to the north. The GAZ lorries, in response to a General Staff Directive, ran loaded from Gorkii-Moscow-Kalinin-Leningrad and on to the Karelian front. Young drivers under training, severe frost and inaccessibility of spare parts slowed these columns down, as vehicles fell out. Somewhat understandably, the driver aware that he carried a full load of high explosive took so much care to avoid a collision that he frequently ended up in the ditch. To speed the supply columns, spare parts were put in dumps for easy access; hot water for de-frosting was laid on and detachments of ten ‘tug-trucks’ trundled about to tow out the over-cautious or the under-experienced. Sokolovskii, chief of staff to the Moscow Military District, had less cause for complaint as the trucks moved northwards. Unfortunately, at the end of the Finnish war, largely at the prompting of the head of the armoured forces, D.G. Pavlov, the ‘motor-transport service’, as a separate administration, was wound up. Henceforth, the armoured forces command would deal with all matters pertaining to motor-transport. A meeting with the Deputy Chief of the General Staff (before August 1940), I.V. Smorodinov, with Major-General N.I. Chetverikov in attendance, made the formal decision. Only the General Staff retained its Motor Transport Section, and that merely for mobilization purposes. Clearly the armoured forces administration (which very shortly emerged as the Main Administration of Armoured Forces: Glavnoe Upravlenie Bronetankovykh Voisk, under Major-General of Tank Troops Ya.N. Fedorenko) needed transport, but in the absence of any general rear organization, this was a dangerous decision. It also saddled the armoured forces commander at military district (or front) level with the additional responsibility of procuring, manning, repairing and operating the motor transport available.


A similar problem of aligning technical progress with organizational modification existed in the area of Soviet military aviation. The Soviet Air Force (VVS:RKKA), which unlike the navy never attained an independent service status, suffered not unlike the navy in the period of the purges. The pre-purge air force had been distinguished for the development of long-range strategic aviation forces (TBS), of which the Aviation Chief of Staff, Khripin, was an enthusiastic advocate. Soviet designers supplied a whole series of massive, if monsterish machines, multi-engined potential bombers – in particular the ANT (Tupolev) versions. But the Spanish Civil War, in which the Soviet Union lent considerable air aid, seemed to show little future for the long-range bomber. This was presumably the burden of the report which Smushkevich, Soviet ‘aviation commander’ in Spain, made to Stalin on his return. Both the Germans and Russians realized the need for special aircraft to be used in immediate support of ground operations; what was particular to the Russians concerned also the problem of a Soviet equivalent to the Me-109, which emphasized the need for more powerful aero-engines. In 1938, the search for the new Soviet fighter aircraft went ahead with all speed, although the aviation industry felt the shocks and perils of the purge. Tupolev, the bomber designer, was ‘framed’ in 1938 on a charge of passing technical secrets abroad and jailed; he was kept there for some years. Petlyakov stepped ahead of Tupolev, just as Lavochkin moved up when his chief Kalinin was purged. Like the Soviet tank park, the aircraft holdings were massive, amounting even in 1938 to some 5,000 machines, with an annual production of 4,000 to 5,000 to boost this. Yet the same blight of obsolescence crept over tank and aeroplane alike.


The rationalization of organization in the defence industries in 1939 brought some benefit to Soviet aviation. The People’s Commissariat for Defence Industry, established in 1936 and headed then by Rukhimovich, was broken up, and the People’s Commissariat for Aviation Industry – run initially by one of Stalin’s ‘strong men’, M.M. Kaganovich – emerged. Kaganovich did not survive, at least in that post, the immense pressure to re-equip the Soviet air force; in September 1940, his post went to A.I. Shakurin. By that time, a greater degree of industrial co-ordination was being achieved by the earlier, general industrial reorganization (April 1940), when six Economic Councils were set up under the Council of People’s Commissars (Sovnarkom). One of these six, the Defence Industry Council, came under the direction of Voznesenskii; as a co-ordinating body, it had four sections, aviation industries, weapons, munitions, and shipbuilding. The Defence Committee (Komitet Oborony) had already in September and October 1939, turned its full attention to increasing the number of aircraft factories and aero-engine plants, and the aircraft-production facilities in the east began to grow. Assembly plants for airframes and engines were scheduled for greater expansion in the period 1939–41. Yet the old machines predominated. Most common of all was Polikarpov’s fighter, the 1-16, which had undergone combat evaluation in the Spanish Civil War and fought thereafter in the Soviet Far East and in China, and again in Finland. (It continued to battle on until 1943, having absorbed the first fury of the Luftwaffe.) The 1-153 Schcherbakov biplane fighter, evolved from Polikarpov’s 1-15, first saw the light of day in 1935. New fighters and ground-attack machines waited in the workshops and test-stations. The MiG-1 (1-61) fighter made its first flight in March 1940; this open-cockpit single-seat fighter, with a speed of 373 mph, was transformed ultimately into the MiG-3 (1-200). Lavochkin’s LAGG-1 (1-22), an all-wood single-seat fighter, had already taken the air in March 1939; in 1940, the LAGG-3, a somewhat strengthened LAGG-1, went into production. Yakovlev’s Yak-1, another single-seat fighter, originally designated 1-26, flew in the summer of 1940 on its test flights; it went at once into quantity production (Yakovlev collected the Order of Lenin), although only sixty-four machines were rolled out in 1940. Petlyakov’s light bomber, the Pe-2, which proved to be an outstanding machine, rolled even more slowly out of the factories; only two were built in 1940. Ilyushin’s IL-2, the ground attack Shturmovik, had also come into being though not yet into full quantity production. Even so, reconnaissance machines, heavy bombers, transports and naval aircraft had not such an encouraging record of design successes.


Of the defence of cities and military objectives against air attack, the Russians learned much in Spain. Anti-aircraft defence was handled by an administration of that name (Protivovozdushnaya oborona: PVO), which, in association (and also in competition) with the Main Artillery Administration (GAU), had investigated the problem of the location of aerial targets. In the early 1930s, the ‘infra-red’ and the ‘acoustical’ solutions were found wanting. In January 1934 the GAU had concluded an agreement with the Central Radio Laboratory (TSRL) work on ‘radio-technical means’ of aircraft detection; both the TSRL and the Leningrad Electro-Physics Institute (LEFI) set to work on behalf of the GAU. Meanwhile PVO engineers, principally Engineer P.K. Oshchepkov, were also investigating ‘radio means’, though the PVO in 1934 drew the Academy of Sciences into its work; in 1936, the PVO enlisted the aid of the Physico-Technical Institute of the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences. In 1935, however, the Chief of the Signals Administration of the Red Army protested to Tukhachevskii about the pointlessness of the work of the Scientific-Research Test (Signals) Institute of the Red Army (NIIIS:RKKA). Tukhachevskii managed to save NIIIS programmes, but only for the moment. Meanwhile, Professor Bonch-Bruevich at NII-9 (the new designation for LEFI) managed to produce in 1936 a prototype search radar, the Burya-1 set, but neither range, reliability nor accuracy of angular co-ordination were satisfactory. Burya-1 lacked the wide polar diagram essential for a search radar. Army Commander Sedyakin (so soon to be liquidated), the successor in 1936 to S.S. Kamenev as head of the PVO, undertook to press the research programme, and, if necessary, ‘to go to the government’; already a prototype pulse radar set, with a seven-kilometre range, had been produced for possible use in conjunction with the visual observation service (VNOS) of the anti-aircraft commands.


In 1937, the scientific activity of NII-9 underwent ‘investigation’; Director Smirnov was arrested, Engineer Shembel’ was ‘relieved of his duties’. The tribulations of NII-9 were reported to Kulik, the new head of the Main Artillery Administration; Kulik offered no help. Professor Bonch-Bruevich appealed to Zhdanov, but the Red Army Signals Administration was now stepping in to ‘take over’ the ‘radio-location’ work. The Zenit set was developed, but the range was only three kilometres, and since the target co-ordinates were given at intervals rather than continuously, this set could not be used with the automatic fire-control system (PUAZO) for AA guns – thirty-eight seconds being needed with Zenit to adjust the measurement of the target. NII-9 finally staggered back to its scientific feet; in 1939, the Komitet Oborony and GAU approved the production of three sets from the series Burya-2 and Burya-3 (the latter with a high accuracy of angular co-ordination – 1° – and a range of seventeen and a half kilometres). The Signals Administration engineers also enjoyed greater success with the prototype set Revan, which was improved and adopted for preliminary service as Rus-1; NIIIS RKKA could also point in 1939 to the model Redut, which was satisfactorily tested at Sevastopol.


At this point, the directorate of the Chair of Acoustics of the Dzerzhinskii Artillery Academy broke into the dispute on the air-defence problem. The charge of the directorate was that ‘radio means’ were an irrelevance in air defence; to discuss this, and other issues, a study-conference was called for the summer of 1940, with the radio-physicist, Academician N.D. Papaleksi, Professor of Acoustics N.N. Andreyev, the president of the Artillery Committee (Artkom) of the GAU Colonel-General of Artillery, V.D. Grendal’ and a Defence Committee inspector, Military Engineer 2nd Grade Kornetskii. In the absence of formal or particular resolutions, but having witnessed the complete demolition of the ‘acoustical case’ by professors Papaleksi and Andreyev, the conference adjourned. On 4 June 1940 NII-9 received instructions from the Defence Committee to submit to GAU that radar set, from Burya-2 and Burya-3, which best survived the tests. The deadline for selection rested at 1 October 1940.*


Throughout the whole of the Soviet military sector, from research and development to tactical training, the pressure was on, but its application was uneven, unco-ordinated and in parts uncomprehending. The procurement system had broken down and the production system needed speeding up. As for the recognition of priorities, this depended upon a clarification of fundamentals – a risky, if not impossible business under Stalin. Stalin, behind whose wilfulness and incompetence many lesser but widespread incompetences bred and flourished, remained the final arbiter.


In the autumn of 1940, its summer manoeuvres having been delayed by the frantic rush into the Baltic states and into Bessarabia, the Red Army went out to exercises. The marshals were out in force:




Under Marshal Timoshenko


Western Special Military District, 2–3-day exercises, to regimental level. Kiev Special Military District, 3-day exercises, ‘attackers’ at reinforced regiment level, ‘defenders’ reinforced battalions, and 3-day exercises of the 99th Rifle Division.


Staff exercise, 3-day, with 6th Rifle Corps and 97th Rifle Division, on the theme: ‘Rifle corps breakthrough of fortified area with subsequent exploitation by mechanized formations.’


Under Marshal Budenny


Odessa Military District, 2-day exercises, sharp-shooting.


Trans-Caucasus Military District, 4-day exercises, with sharp-shooting, 3-day staff exercises (involving parachute troops), 2-day attack exercises at regiment level, 3-day mountain troops training.


Under Marshal Kulik


Trans-Baikal Military District, 4-day river crossing exercises, 2-day attack exercises, reinforced regiment and battalion Siberian Military District, 1-day staff exercise.


Under General Tyulenev


Moscow Military District, 3-day exercises with sharp-shooting.


Lieutenant-General M.P. Kirponos


Leningrad Military District, 2-day sharp-shooting, river-crossing exercises.


Lieutenant-General F.N. Remisov


Orel Military District, 1-day exercise.


Under Colonel-General Apanasenko


Central Asian Military District, 2-day mountain exercise, and cavalry formations with tank units to study the meeting-engagement with cavalry.


Under Colonel-General Shtern


Soviet Far Eastern forces, 3-day exercises, forced crossing of the Amur and 2-day sharp-shooting exercises.





In the Volga Military District, the Chief of Staff, Major-General V.N. Gordov, conducted a two-day staff exercise on the reduction of a fortified sector, while the district commander, Lieutenant-General V.F. Gerasimenko, supervised a rifle division exercise involving reinforced battalions as ‘attackers’ and ‘defenders’.


The exercises followed the recently formulated ‘line’ that commanders must concern themselves with the training of the individual soldier and with the operation of small tactical units. ‘Realistic’ training in intelligence, signals, the security of flank and rear, rapid and clear orders, and the ‘co-operation of all arms’ was the keynote of all of these tactical exercises. ‘Without exception’ (in the view of German intelligence), the basic notion of the attack and defence of prepared positions predominated. The dangers of encirclement, so vividly displayed in Finland, had obviously begun to make more impression on the Soviet commanders; the ‘defenders’ were instructed to ‘wear the enemy down’ in the forward positions. The ‘defence zone’ would consist in its depth of numerous ‘intermediate zones’; one form demonstrated during the exercises involved a rifle company, reinforced with artillery, engineer and ‘chemical weapons’ sections, investing a thirteen-kilometre ‘barrier’ with five defensive sectors.


In the staff exercises, signals came in for great attention. Marshal Budenny took the opportunity to praise the work of the Inspector of Red Army Signals Troops, Lieutenant-General Naidenov, for the improved performance. In the movement exercises, convoys and columns operated under strict discipline. The weather, by its general inclemency, added more ‘realism’ to Timoshenko’s programme. The exercises over, the Defence Commissariat handed out its prizes; Major-General A.A. Vlasov’s 99th Rifle Division, which its skilful commander had turned from an ill-trained bunch into a first-class formation, came in for high commendation, while the officers of the 6th Rifle Corps received gold watches and the 97th Rifle Division won the General Staff ‘challenge trophy’. Also at the close of the exercises, the director of the Red Army Training Administration, Lieutenant-General Kurdyunov, took the opportunity to issue a short ‘address’ on the revised manuals and regulations which were in the course of preparation and which would supersede the PU-36.


The rank and file were being retrained, the mass of senior-lieutenant battalion commanders had undergone some kind of ‘realistic’ exercise in handling their units, the divisional and corps staffs had been quickly tested in various military districts. Now, as the winter drew on, it was time for the senior command to learn its lessons.


In this same September, as the Red Army finished its training plan and prepared now to analyse its results, Stalin had cause to consider just what his ally, Adolf Hitler, was engaged upon. A German Heeresmission, a suspiciously numerous ‘military mission’ to Soviet eyes, was on its way to Rumania. German troops moving to northern Norway passed through Finland; a German note explained to the Russians that the ‘German-Finnish agreement . . . involved a purely technical matter of military communications without political implications’. Ribbentrop promised to explain all to Stalin in a personal letter. Ribbentrop duly explained, in a long and vapid piece of prose, which could scarcely have satisfied Stalin, whose preoccupation – put a little earlier through the mouth of Molotov – was very mundane: ‘How many troops are you sending to Rumania?’ Ribbentrop, however, dangled a bait, that of a ‘natural political coalition’, one which ‘if intelligently managed’ could serve ‘the best advantage’ of the powers concerned. These powers read off as Germany, Italy, Japan and the Soviet Union. A ‘delimitation of their interests’ on ‘a world-wide scale’, issues of ‘decisive importance’, needed high-level discussion. Molotov should come, on the terms of ‘a most cordial invitation to him in the name of the Reich Government’, to Berlin. Stalin, on 22 October, accepted for Molotov, who would arrive in Berlin between 10–12 November. Duly on 12 November, Ribbentrop and Molotov met; to Ribbentrop’s bait about a new division of ‘spheres of interest’, Molotov refused to rise, except to snap angrily at the vagueness of it all. He waited to face Hitler later in the day; during this conversation, Molotov virtually halted an-Hitlerian spate of words with his reference to the ‘exact instructions’ which Stalin had given him before leaving Moscow. The questions came thick and fast, ploughing into the verbosity to which Ribbentrop and Hitler had treated Molotov. Virtually stalled on the 12th, the talks were renewed on the 13th; Molotov here got his teeth into the Finnish problem, tearing away at Hitler’s ‘interjections’. Ribbentrop attempted, somewhat fruitlessly, to calm the discussion. Hitler took the offensive, remarking on the critical nature of Soviet relations with Finland; only a change in subject prevented the conversation getting wholly out of control. Even this, the not unbeguiling topic of the dismemberment of the British empire, and one to which the Führer warmed, failed to slide the corrosive Molotov from his position. Molotov permitted himself one ironic luxury – to speak ‘bluntly’ about the German guarantee to Rumania; his speech till then had been hardly silken. Ribbentrop and Molotov conducted the next stage of the conversation in the Auswärtiges Amt air-raid shelter; here, in this slightly bizarre setting, Ribbentrop produced for Molotov’s inspection a draft agreement which transformed the German-Japanese-Italian tripartite pact into a four-power agreement, the Soviet Union becoming an adherent. The inflexible Molotov stone-walled, never moving a fraction from his brief. Molotov, having stung with the remark that he thought that ‘the Germans were assuming that the war against England had already been actually won’, left with the sentiment that ‘he did not regret the air raid alarm’. It had provided the occasion for an ‘exhaustive’ talk with Ribbentrop, though the latter could be excused for thinking it more exhausting than exhaustive. The draft treaty, suggested by Ribbentrop, Stalin accepted (on 26 November) but with four ferocious conditions, to be embodied in five (instead of the original two) secret protocols, plus – Stalin’s appetite waxed, as it had done in June 1940 – the consideration that if Turkey refused to grant to the Soviet Union the bases for ‘light naval and land forces’, then the four signatories should take ‘the required military and diplomatic measures’. That additional demand would be incorporated by separate agreement. In less than a fortnight the Führer called for the war plan against the Soviet Union.


The closing months of the year, within the Soviet military command, witnessed an attempt to draw up the balance sheet of progress and shortcomings. As Hitler issued Weisung 21, the directive for Operation ‘Barbarossa’ (18 December 1940), senior Soviet commanders assembled in Moscow for a special, enlarged meeting of the Main Military Soviet (just as the Soviet naval command gathered for a similar set of meetings with the Main Naval Soviet). What prompted this somewhat unusual step had been no doubt the very critical report submitted by the Central Committee’s ‘authoritative commission’, set up to supervise the hand-over between Voroshilov and Timoshenko. The commission, concerned particularly at the unsatisfactory state of the Red Army armoured and mechanized formations, observed with some asperity:




The People’s Commissariat for Defence lags behind in the development of questions concerning the operational utilization of forces in modern war. There are no agreed opinions on the utilization of tanks, aviation and parachute troops . . . The development of tank and mechanized forces within the general framework of the Armed Forces lags behind the contemporary requirements of the mass employment of armour.. . . The ratio of mechanized forces is low, and the quality of tanks in the Red Army – unsatisfactory.





That was to the point, and perfectly true.


The command conference, which ran from mid December 1940 until early January 1941 divided its proceedings into five sections, to run consecutively. Red Army training came first, both the summary of the present year and the consideration of training assignments for 1941. In the presence of the chiefs of administrations, arms commanders and select formation commanders, the Chief of the General Staff, General K.A. Meretskov, introduced the summary of results in training. The chief object had been to increase, during this transitional phase, the combat manoeuvrability of the infantryman. In defensive tactics, Soviet attention fixed itself on the forward zone of defence, in order to ‘guide’ the enemy offensive into directions favourable to the defender, and there to destroy the opponent, before he erupted into the main defensive zone, with artillery and aircraft. While Soviet troops were being trained to establish these forward zones, Meretskov emphasized that they were not being trained in how to deal with an enemy forward zone, nor was the command giving enough attention to reconnaissance training. As for the separate arms, the artillery had measured up to what it had been assigned (with the best performance from the artillery of the Kiev Special Military District under N.D. Yakoblev). Soviet aviation had meanwhile received a great deal of experience in ground-support operations. This experience showed quite clearly that aircraft could attack enemy forward positions and support an infantry attack. In this respect, Meretskov noted an ‘improvement’; whereas before aviation commanders had exhibited a ‘superfluous enthusiasm’ for independent air operations against the enemy rear, independent of operations by other arms, this tendency had been curbed.


Now, after lists of facts and figures, came the problem of the 1941 training programme. Meretskov suggested that the main problem concerned working out the tactical instructions and regulations for operations in depth, for all types of operations and for all arms; in this way, it should be possible to establish a ‘unified view’ of training methods and priorities. In the subsequent discussion, twenty-eight Soviet generals, including the Inspector-General of Infantry and the chief of the Training Administration spoke up to add their proposals for the 1941 training programme.


The second part of the conference dealt with theoretical problems of the ‘operating art’, to which five study-reports were devoted:




General G.K. Zhukov: The nature of the modern offensive operation.


General I.V. Tyulenev: The nature of the modern defensive operation.


Colonel-General D.G. Pavlov: The utilization of mechanized corps in the offensive.


Lieutenant-General (Aviation) P.V. Rychagov: Combat aviation in the offensive and in the struggle for air superiority.


Lieutenant-General A.K. Smirnov (Inspector-General of Infantry): The rifle division in the offensive and in defence





Four days (25–9 December) were assigned to discuss these questions. Zhukov, whose encirclement operations at Khalkin-Gol in 1939 had enjoyed considerable success, provoked quite a violent reaction. Colonel-General Shtern, who had been Blyukher’s successor in the Soviet Far East, criticized Zhukov’s ideas on the timing of the introduction of the tank corps into the breakthrough area. Major-General M.A. Kuznetsov, chief of staff in the Far East, disagreed with the idea of introducing front and army ‘breakthrough exploitation echelons’ (according to operational norms, the third echelon) on multiple axes. As for what Zhukov actually said, this can be more readily estimated by the comment of Romanenko, 1st Mechanized Corps commander:




I venture to express some doubts relating to the study by Comrade Zhukov on the nature and dynamics of the modern offensive operation. It is my view that the study would have been perfectly correct for the years 1932–4, since it reflects the level of military thought of those days, based on a relatively weak saturation level of equipment in formations. But a great deal has changed since then. The experience which we have been having in the west calls into question the analysis of the report, but the conclusions drawn from it are, in my view, incorrect. The lecturer has correctly affirmed that the German Army fulfilled its offensive operations on the basis of mechanized and aviation formations but he has not shown how in actual fact [konkretno] they did this. First and foremost, I think it vital to direct the attention of commanders to the fact that the decisive factor in the success of German operations in the west was the mechanized army group of Reichenau. That mobile formation was committed in the direction of Namur, to the north of Sedan, cut the front of the French and Belgian armies and then carried out the encirclement of the Allied armies operating in Belgium. This in the final analysis played a decisive role in the ultimate destruction of France.


Because of this, in my opinion, it is necessary to come to this conclusion, that the Germans – disposing of considerably less tanks than us – understood that the shock force in modern war should be composed of mechanized, tank and aviation formations, and they assembled all their tanks and motorized troops into operational unities, they massed them and assigned them [the mission] of fulfilling independent, decisive operations. In this manner, they scored major successes.


In this connection I therefore think that it is essential to set out and to explore the problem of the establishment of a shock army with 3–4 mechanized corps, 2–3 aviation corps, 1–2 parachute divisions, 10–11 artillery regiments. I submit that if two such armies were to operate on the internal and external flanks of two fronts, they would in this way smash in the enemy front, give him no chance to pull himself together until the completion of our operation and lead to operational success at the strategic level.





Romanko came to his conclusion:




My proposal will bring criticism, but I ask you to take into consideration that I have worked many years on this problem, and, as it seems to me, examined it fundamentally. If we desist from using shock armies made up of mechanized formations with powerful aviation support, then we will find ourselves in a grave situation and expose our country to a threat.





Prophetic words indeed. Other aspects of Zhukov’s lecture Romanenko found equally unacceptable, for example, the short preparatory period for offensive operations, set at two to three days – demonstrably too short, to judge by the fiasco over the Soviet 7th Army offensive against the Finns in the Karelian isthmus in 1939. Romanenko stipulated a ten- to fifteen-day preparatory period. As for committing the mechanized corps to breakthrough operations, it had to be borne in mind that their thrusts could attain a depth of some 200 to 250 kilometres.


Romanenko made no mistake when he predicted opposition to his ideas. F.I. Golikov, for one, came out strongly against the notion of massing the mechanized forces.* Neither Zhukov in his summing-up, nor Timoshenko in his final address, made any reference to Romanko’s proposals – as if corps commanders should be seen but not heard. The ‘agreed version’ of Zhukov’s paper, which amounted to a summary of conclusions on offensive operations, remarked on the technical-operational revolution (tanks, aircraft and general motorization) which facilitated an offensive form in which tanks, aircraft, artillery and rifle troops could not only reduce enemy troops in field fortifications but also neutralize modern fortified multi-zone defence systems. The shattering of the tactical zone of defence, and irruption of powerful mobile forces could produce a decisive elimination of operational reserves and lead an ‘operational success’ into one with strategic implications. A powerful, surprise blow by ground forces, parachute troops and aircraft could similarly eliminate enemy air strength throughout the whole depth of an ‘operational-strategic blow’ and establish air superiority. (In eerie fashion, the Soviet commanders here prescribed the dimensions of the catastrophe which fell upon them in June 1941.)


General Tyulenev’s lecture on defence subscribed, in theory at least, to ‘modern’ ideas, emphasizing multiple echelons deployed in depth, ‘multi-field’ defensive positions with numerous tank and infantry barriers. The ‘anti-tank barrier’ occupied a particularly important place, though defence should be ‘anti-aeroplane’ as well as ‘anti-tank’. Colonel-General D.G. Pavlov, tagged somewhat prematurely as ‘the Soviet Guderian’, and now installed as commander of the crucially important Western Special Military District, raised much more of a flurry with his exposition of tank corps operations. Lieutenant-General Yeremenko, who joined in the discussion, hastened to add that Pavlov’s theoretical ideas on the nature of modern operations were correct; the tank is the most ‘stylish’ of modern weapons by virtue of its fire-power, mobility, armour, speed and manoeuvrability, making it the supreme offensive weapon yet investing it with valuable counter-attack properties. Yeremenko insisted on the division of armour into two types, the ‘general purpose’ and the ‘operational-strategic’ (unities which had been prescribed in PU-36); the former, infantry-support tanks, would assist in the breakthrough of enemy defences, destroying, with infantry in its wake, enemy mortars, machine-guns and artillery. It was about the latter group, however, that Yeremenko wished to talk at length. To shatter enemy dispositions, it was necessary to break in both frontally and in depth, a task suited to tanks operating with ‘mechanized infantry, cavalry and aviation’. There was the question, nevertheless, on what breadth of front the armoured formations would be committed. The mechanized corps moving up with two divisions would employ 14 kilometres of frontage to deploy its first echelon (16–20 kilometres with intervals). The depth of this deployment, with divisional columns reaching for 100 kilometres, could be considerably compressed; with four divisional columns, 100 kilometres could be reduced to 25, and since the second echelon of the mechanized corps (motorized infantry) would by diversification of approach marches take up some 16 kilometres, then the total depth would be some 40 kilometres – this for a frontage of 20 kilometres.


When should the mechanized corps be committed? Some had argued for the point after the breaching of the second enemy defensive line. Yeremenko thought that this hazarded all success; once a six-kilometre breach had been opened in the defensive position, then the mechanized corps should be committed in order to be in an advantageous position to deal with the second line of defences. Even so, just as important a consideration was that of controlling the armour once it had penetrated the enemy positions in depth. Yeremenko pointed to the German experience. German mobile formations, moving on Cambrai after breaking into the Franco–Belgian defences, met and engaged more than 100 tanks, in a battle lasting more than eight hours. The Germans won, thereby demonstrating the superiority of their mobile formations, organized not only into corps but also into army groups. The Allied forces lacked unity, unified command, and a ‘concrete doctrine’ of ‘mechanized operations’. Here was the moral for the Red Army:




I would like to emphasize that we need to prepare at once an administration of this type, so that in time of war there will be no repetition of the troubles such as those at Novogrudek and Voikovysk during the liberating advance into Western Belorussia, when the cavalry-mechanized group got separated from the other mobile formations and we had a hell of a time to bring order back into the administration.





Yeremenko proceeded to rub this in, pointing out that the supply of fuel was one of the principal problems in regulating the operations of armoured and mechanized troops:




We have been talking here about supplying mechanized troops with fuel by air. The Germans also adopted this measure. We have tried it. I remember that when we got to the area of Bialystok, we had empty fuel tanks and they brought in fuel to us by air. The same thing happened to Comrade Petrov’s corps near Grodno. They dropped him fuel by parachute. From practical experience of the problem, I have come to the conclusion that this is not its solution. The method is an exception. We need ‘trucks’ of 20 ton petrol-carrying capacity, and we should think of tankers which could be towed along behind the units for 180–200 kilometres. That is the way to do it, and we must plan the organization of our fuel supply.





Recognition of the versatility of the armoured formations was not lacking, but, as subsequent events demonstrated, Yeremenko was right to stress the practical operational-administrative aspect, which Pavlov seemed either to ignore or to hazard with improvident solutions.


Now came the turn of the air force, whose commander, Lieutenant-General P.V. Rychagov, introduced the operational lecture. Rychagov concerned himself with five topics: the struggle for control of the air, air support for ground operations (tactical support), air cover for troops and targets against enemy aviation, air strikes against enemy tactical and strategic reserves, parachute operations, aerial reconnaissance and aerial supply for ground troops. Both air force and ground force officers disputed Rychagov’s formula that ‘strategic air superiority’ over the battlefield could be assigned to ‘tactical-operational’ levels, such as army. Major-General (Aviation) Kozlov made this point, as did Lieutenant-General M.M. Popov, who stressed that ‘strategic superiority’ came within the responsibility of the ‘supreme command and the front command’ and passed out of the range of army commands. The decentralization of air power, the splitting up of the aviation corps and divisions came in for resolute criticism from Major-General (Aviation) G.P. Kravchenko (who, as a major, had taken an extensive and distinguished part in the air fighting at Khalkin-Gol in 1939). Kravchenko had undoubtedly hit the aviation nail right on the head, although a number of ideas hitherto stubbornly held began to go more speedily into the melting-pot. If the ‘enthusiasm’ for independent air operations had been ‘curbed’, the idea that attack on enemy air power applied against aerodromes and airfields yielded little result and cost too much had begun to lose its aura of official sanctity. The importance of air superiority had become increasingly recognized, although the ‘tactical’ and ‘strategic’ aspects seemed to be tangled and confused. This was clearly the point of Kravchenko’s intervention.


Inspector-General of Infantry, A. K. Smirnov, brought up the rear with his lecture on rifle division operations. In defensive operations, Smirnov emphasized that ‘the basis-of the defence is the battalion defensive area’, and that the training of small unit commanders was essential to ensure successful defence in positions deployed in depth; the section and company commanders had an increasingly important role to play, and hence they must be trained for it. The rifle division in attack faced its most formidable task in breaching the main defensive position, although reinforced with two artillery regiments, a rifle division should be able to break through on a front of anything up to four kilometres. Smirnov broke no new ground and merely enunciated the general principles of tactical doctrine, embodied in 1940 in Obschaya Taktika (General Tactics, I–II). If the mainspring of defence was the battalion sectors, then the foundation of all, the fire-system, found its best expression at divisional level. In spite of the ‘official’ insistence that anti-tank defence had become critically important, infantry tactics evolved from the principle ‘the main opponent of the defending infantry is enemy infantry’. The divisional anti-tank artillery armament of 45-mm and 76-mm guns failed to provide sufficient fire-power against a massed tank assault; in the space of 3–4 minutes (with 45-mm guns firing a maximum of 60 rounds per minute and the 76-mm a maximum of 10), and assuming that 10 hits were necessary to destroy a tank, each gun was required to destroy 3–6 tanks in a ‘massed’ tank assault (more than 100 tanks to 1 kilometre). None of this had had any practical testing, and it proved, in the event, to be the most fallible of all Soviet assumptions.


The lectures had come to an end. To test the commanders, a series of ‘improvisations’ – two-party war-games conducted with maps – were to follow; the exercises, like the lectures, covered principally front and army offensive and defensive operations. According to Yeremenko, who took part in the ‘front offensive operation’, they showed what might have been guessed, that those with some senior command experience ‘survived’, while the more junior adherents to the generalitet, the majors and colonels so recently turned into major-generals, showed their lack of experience. Marshal Timoshenko, who addressed the conference at its conclusion – marked by an inspection of the new equipment on the Moscow training grounds and tank stations – made no reference to the disparities and discrepancies which the lectures and exercises had clearly brought to light. His speech, full of phrases about ‘further progress’ and ‘objective and sound views’ was innocuous enough to appear in the open press. No effort, however, was made to disseminate any of the conference work among the Soviet officer corps as a whole. The unified and progressive views, the lack of which had been the cause of criticism on the eve of the command conference, had still not materialized; on the surface, Soviet military thinking had been dragged into a more modern orbit, but while the theory had been brushed up, there seemed to be a marked reluctance to discuss its implementation. Obviously, much depended on the quality – and the quantity – of the new equipment. While some purpose had been served by discussing such matters as modern armoured operations, the new mechanized corps commanders laboured with more immediate matters, the circumventing of the shortage of equipment, the lack of motor-cycles, lorries, organic artillery, radio sets, engineer equipment – even ammunition; they were obliged to bear in mind, as they pondered the German military spectacular in the west, the limitations of ageing tanks with engines of so brief a mechanical mortality, a four-hour life in many cases. Training presented its hazards and anxieties; battle, which came with a swiftness sufficient to overwhelm all this officer-audience, degenerated into a mindless, fuelless and staggeringly disordered nightmare.


‘Die [Rote] Armeeist führerlos’: ‘The Red Army is leaderless’. This observation, together with many more on Soviet equipment and general preparedness, Colonel-General Halder delivered in the course of the four-hour Führervortrag, convened on 5 December 1940, to consider the state of preparations and planning for the campaign against the Soviet Union. Still shrouded in the code-name Otto, the attack plans envisaged May 1941, as the operational deadline. Success with the offensive operations depended not only upon favourable weather conditions, but also upon the relative strengths of the contestants, not only again in men, but also in weapons and equipment. The Russians, Halder remarked, were as inferior with respect to weapons as the French had been. The lack of modern Russian field batteries gave the German Panzer III, with its 50-mm gun, a free hand; to oppose German armour there existed only a ‘badly armoured’ Soviet force. Within a leaderless army operated the ‘inferior’ (minderwertig) Russian, a military version of the racist, Nazi notion of the ‘sub-human’, the Untermensch, which unleashed so much fiendishness in the east. Yet German officers, who had fought in Russia in the First World War and who now commanded German formations, had cause to ponder what they had known at first hand of the tenacity of the Russian soldier. On the other hand, the ‘re-orientation’ of the Red Army would not bring any substantial improvement by spring 1941, thereby ensuring German superiority in leadership, equipment and fighting troops. Once this Russian army had been broken, disaster would swiftly overtake the Soviet Union; avoiding the danger of merely ‘shoving’ the Russian army in front of it, the Wehrmacht would split the Russians into separate pieces, thereupon strangling (abwurgen) them by encirclement. Slicing through the traffic and communication networks would induce the same chaos which engulfed Poland.


The study Die Kriegswehrmacht der UdSSR (compiled by the General Staff intelligence section Fremde Heere Ost (II), ‘Foreign Armies East’, under Colonel Kinzel), dated for 1 January 1941, enlarged in much greater detail on Soviet military posture and preparedness. This was the latest volume in a series of ‘Background books’ (Orientierungshefte) and assessments of the Soviet armed forces and particular military developments. The acquisition of reliable and extensive intelligence data proved to be a formidable task. A vital responsibility, therefore, fell on the crews of the high-flying, camera-equipped German He-IIIs, Do-215-B2s and Ju-88Bs which began their reconnaissance ‘over-flights’ into the Soviet Union. The German camera-planes were not the first which had prised Soviet secrets open in this manner; British aircraft* conducted an aerial monitoring of the Baku oilfields, whence fuel flowed to Germany under the terms of the German-Soviet agreements. In the course of 1941, the cameras furnished unique and invaluable stocks of information not only along the line of the Russian positions but within their depth also, from the Baltic to the Black Sea. Meanwhile, more orthodox methods contributed to swell the files of Fremde Heere Ost. This current survey of Soviet military power painted in the general outlines without any substantial elaboration. The absence of precise information on the composition of the Soviet armies was freely admitted; to date, the existence of eleven Soviet armies in the west could be confirmed after this fashion:








	North Russia  


	3 armies (7th, 14th, 15th)







	Baltic  


	3 armies (3rd, 8th, 11th)







	Western MD  


	2 armies (4th, 10th)







	Lemberg  


	1 army (6th)







	North Bukovina  


	1 army (12th)







	Bessarabia  


	1 army (5th)











The peacetime strength of the Red Army hovered about the two-million mark (giving 30 rifle corps and some 100 rifle divisions); with war and general mobilization, that figure would climb to 209 divisions:








	107 rifle divisions  


	1st wave







	  77 rifle divisions  


	2nd wave







	  25 rifle divisions  


	3rd wave











The expanded wartime army, with support troops, would probably look like this:








	Field army  


	approx.  


	   4 million men







	Rear services  


	„  


	0·6 million







	Internal troops  


	„  


	1·6 million











Since the men mobilized in the Soviet Union in the autumn of 1939 still remained in the army, it would be safe to assume that some 121 rifle divisions were at the disposal of the Soviet command for deployment in the west.


The Soviet air force came under closer scrutiny in this report. After noting the apparent aerial colossus represented by 12,000–14,000 machines, the German analysts concluded that, due to losses in Finland and to general wastage, only 4,000 first-class machines were available, of which two-thirds were fighters (1–15 and 1–16), and that only 160 of the 1,100 airfields could be used for ‘tactical purposes’. Inefficient ground-services and unsatisfactory intelligence-reconnaissance systems added greatly to general operational weakness. In general, the Soviet air force was inferior to the Luftwaffe. Of the new machines, the Germans had heard rumours of a new ground-attack plane, but lacked any precise details.


On 18 December 1940, when in Directive No. 21 Hitler unfolded the grand design of the campaign against the Soviet Union, the outlines of ‘Otto’ gave way to the definitiveness of ‘Barbarossa’. Based on planning already far advanced, Directive No. 21 was no mere sketch or proposal, but nine pages of formulated intent. Like Tukhachevskii’s war-game, the Pripet Marshes formed the division of the deployment, and, once more akin to Tukhachevskii’s concepts, the main blow would be delivered to the north of the Pripet, with two army groups. After accomplishing the destruction of the Soviet troops fighting in the Baltic area (and having seized Kronstadt and Leningrad), then and only then would offensive operations be continued with a view to capturing Moscow. South of the Pripet, a third army group, aimed at Kiev, would drive into the flank and rear of the Soviet forces, destroying them west of the Dnieper; further to the south, German and Rumanian units would protect the main operational flank, advancing at the same time along the Black Sea coast and to the industrial concentrations of the Donets basin.


Keeping the plan secret, yet proceeding with the massive and involved preparations, placed a strain at the outset on German ingenuity. For the moment, only a minority in the command actually knew what was intended; the subsequent disclosure of the plan to other senior commanders went under the guise of mere precautionary thinking. The inevitable movement of German troops into Poland, a noticeable accretion in strength, proceeded under an elaborate deception plan. Already on 19 December, Halder, who later confessed himself no champion of the campaign in the east, noted crossly that the Aufmarsch, the initial concentration and deployment, would suffer from the slowness of the railways. Divisions in the west, and those at this juncture resting, frontier defence units, Panzer division and Luftwaffe formations, carefully but deliberately, in a massive war-train in its final assembly, all were steadily alerted for and moved in the direction of their new assignments in the east.


In the last days of 1940, the Soviet Defence Commissar, Marshal Timoshenko, worked on the preparation of the two-party war-game which was to take place in the Defence Commissariat early in January 1941. The exercise, in which members of the Politburo showed uncommon interest, aimed at testing Soviet ideas about the conduct of large-scale strategic operations (offensive and defensive), examining some potential theatres of operations, exposing the senior command to further probing into their capabilities, and attaining that ‘unified view’ on the mass employment of armour, artillery and aviation in modern offensive operations. While Halder and his officers conferred over the details of Aufmarsch Ost, the Soviet command laboured on the drafting of its directives – Order No. 30 on troop training and a Defence Commissariat instruction on officer training, ‘operational training’.


In a little more than twenty weeks, the word ‘operational’ was ripped ferociously, and for many fatally, out of its training context.





* L.M. Galler was finally arrested after 1947, ‘tried’ after the standard Stalinist fashion and sentenced: he died in prison on 12 July 1950.


* In 1941, as a Major-General, he occupied the post of deputy head of the Stalin Academy of Mechanization and Motorization. After June, he was sent to command Soviet armoured forces on the South-Western Front: in the autumn of 1942, he took command of the 4th Mechanized Corps, formed out of the 28th Tank Corps, and operated on the Stalingrad Front. He died in 1946.


* According to General Lobanov, the Soviet air defence command had 25–30 radar installations operating in European Russia, while 45 were sent to the Soviet Far East and to the Trans-Caucasus. The State Defence Committee (GKO) after June 1941, issued Instruction No. 129 for the manufacture of radar sets, but the evacuation of the factories made production impossible. In June 1943 the ‘Radar Soviet’ was set up under GKO direction, and the set SON-2A went into quantity production.


* This is Yeremenko’s version. General V. Ivanov, however, has made some important reservations (Voenno-Istoricheskii Zhurnal, 6, 1965, pp. 73–4) on Yeremenko’s account. Golikov, according to General Ivanov, only criticized Romanenko for saying that Zhukov’s ideas dated back to 1932–4; there was more emphasis throughout the study-conference on defence, there was substantial agreement on large-scale armoured operations. General Ivanov also wholly repudiates the idea that Zhukov and Timoshenko showed themselves to be unacquainted with ‘basic changes in waging modern war’. Both Marshal Yeremenko and General Ivanov are nevertheless in agreement about the importance of this study-conference.


* Paul Carell, Hitler’s War on Russia (London 1964), p. 60 claims that the idea for the ‘experiment with the U-2s’ came from German success with Colonel Rowehl’s secret aerial reconnaissance. Yet the Germans may have been prompted by earlier British success: in March 1940, a British Lockheed flying from Habbaniya photographed Baku and in April Batum (where the plane was fired on). These photographs, plus detailed interpretation were handed over to the French; undestroyed, they fell into German hands when Paris was occupied. The German command thus had some first-rate prompting in how to ‘U-2’. See Constance Babington Smith, Evidence in Camera (London 1957), Chapter 6.
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‘Don’t Panic. The “Boss” Knows All About It’





When the first stage of the December study-session finished, the corps and divisional commanders returned to their units, but army commanders and Military District staffs remained in Moscow to pursue the second part of these studies, the war-games which were to begin on 8 January 1941, and which Marshal Timoshenko proposed to direct in person. These ‘operational-strategic games’ played out on maps were concerned with two possible theatres, the Western and South-Western, and the participants changed their roles in the various phases of the game: in the first game the Western Front (The ‘Eastern party’) was commanded by Pavlov and Klimovskikh, opposed by Zhukov and Kuznetsov (Baltic district commander). In the next game, these men changed sides: Zhukov commanded the ‘Eastern party’ for the South-Western Front, Pavlov the ‘Western party’ in that theatre. The games went on without sense of great pressure; the parties and their staffs had ample time in which to make decisions and to work on their documents, both sides concentrated on offensive operations in depth to deal a decisive blow at the main ‘enemy’ forces. Each front had 50–80 divisions at its disposal, deployed over a wide area from East Prussia to the Pripet Marches, with only marginal superiority on the part of the ‘enemy’ (10–15 divisions). But neither party had a powerful second echelon or reserves; it was assumed that operations would be conducted with a single echelon and that superiority ‘along the line of the main blow’ would be attained by stripping so-called ‘passive sectors’.


Stalin himself had not appeared at the sessions of the study-conference, but the analysis of the war-games he evidently decided to make something of an occasion. Only Zhdanov had followed all the previous sessions, intently and purposefully. As the senior officers made preparations to leave Moscow, their orders were suddenly changed and all, the Defence Commissar, his deputies, the Chief of the General Staff, commanders of arms, commanders of military districts, members of the Politburo and Stalin’s henchmen in the administration were summoned to the Kremlin at noon on 13 January. The change of plan involved General K.A. Meretskov in a clumsy fiasco, for he had had no time in which to digest the results of the war-games so that he had to speak from memory, blundering and digressing to the overt dissatisfaction of Stalin and the assembled Politburo. An unnerved Meretskov, never incidentally noted for his coolness, came face to face with the displeasure of Stalin and the scorn of Mekhlis. Meretskov began by referring to the conclusions about the revised Field Service Regulations:




In working out the Ustav [regulations] we have been proceeding from the fact that our division is appreciably more powerful than those of the German-Fascist Army and that in a meeting engagement it would undoubtedly smash up a German division. In defence also one of our divisions could handle the assaults of two-three enemy divisions. In the offensive one and a half of our divisions overwhelmed the defences of any enemy division.





Passing to the war-games somewhat abruptly, Meretskov announced ‘results’: the ‘Eastern’, Red party with 60–65 divisions overwhelmed the ‘Western’ party defending with 55 divisions. At this point, Stalin put a question: what about superiority of forces? Meretskov explained: ‘Without a general superiority in forces, the commander of the Western Front was able to take troops from the passive sectors and use them in the assault formations. This established local superiority, which secured the success of the offensive operation.’ Stalin took the greatest exception to this, pointing out that ‘in these days of mechanized and motorized armies, local superiority does not guarantee success in the offensive’; rapid manoeuvre and regrouping could put paid to this superiority in a very short time. In desperation, Meretskov turned to the South-Western Front war-game, but here he was brought up sharply by the question: ‘Who won here?’ Meretskov tried to hedge, but was reminded that the members of the Politburo wanted a definite answer. He could give none, and the report fizzled out, whereupon Stalin summed up:




Perhaps the Ustav do state with a certain propagandistic emphasis that one of our divisions in a meeting engagement can deal with one division of the German-Fascist forces, and that in the offensive one and a half of our divisions can break through the defence of one of their divisions, but among this group of people assembled here, within the circle of present Front and army commanders we have got to discuss practical possibilities.





At this, the floor was thrown open to discussion, an occasion seized at once by the aviation commanders to criticize the shortcomings in the structure of their forces and the training of their personnel. Much of this was brushed aside, and the heroes of the Spanish Civil War were somewhat trampled, but a first-class row burst out when Marshal Kulik took the floor to argue for the establishment of the 18,000-man division with horse-drawn transport – the complete reversal of the ‘mechanized army’. Tanks and motorization simply did not enter into Kulik’s calculations. Fedorenko, chief of the Armoured Forces Administration now that Pavlov was in command of the Western military district, had already put his plea for more modern tanks, which the Red Army currently lacked: the decision to increase the production of the new KV and T-34s should be taken without further delay. If this meant exceeding what had been allocated in the defence budget, Fedorenko suggested that this could be overcome by adjustment in other arms, particularly artillery production. This brought Kulik to his feet: ‘The artillery will shoot all your tanks to pieces. Why produce them?’ This failed to silence Fedorenko, who pointed out that the tank also had a gun and could engage artillery – in fact, it was a superior weapon, being mobile and having not only a large-calibre gun but also machine-guns. ‘In mobile war, the tank is the more powerful weapon.’ Kulik flatly rejected Fedorenko’s idea of any cut at the expense of the artillery: not for nothing did someone in the hall let slip the punning proverb, ‘Each snipe [kulik as an ordinary noun also means snipe] praises its own marsh.’


Kulik’s remarks created a minor sensation, and he was therefore asked a straight question: how many mechanized (or tank) corps does the Red Army need? Kulik, quite unable to answer positively, hedged by saying that this depended on how much industry could produce, whereupon Stalin rounded on him and told him it was none of his business to argue about production potential. When Kulik failed to answer a second time, Stalin turned on Timoshenko: ‘Comrade Timoshenko, as long as the army is so vague in its views on mechanization and motorization, you will never get any mechanization and motorization.’ Timoshenko protested that – Kulik apart – there was unanimity of opinion about the need to mechanize, and by simply reckoning up what district commanders had asked for, this was plain: Kirponos asked for one or two mechanized corps, Kuznetsov for two or three, Pavlov for three or four, Zhukov for four or five, Cherevichenko (Odessa) for a couple, and Apanasenko (central Asia) for one.


Stalin had already intervened once to terminate the discussion about resources; in his view the Soviet armed forces were developing ‘harmonically’, and any dispute about resources amounted to much ‘empty talk’, the allocations for weapons corresponding to specific proportions and ‘to the harmonic development of the armed forces’. Nevertheless, Stalin dealt with Kulik’s remarks on the structure of the rifle division a little more fully, comparing his attitude to mechanization with that of the opponents of the collectivization and mechanization of agriculture:




Kulik defends the massed 18,000-man division with horse-drawn transport, he has spoken against the mechanization of the army. The government is pressing on with the mechanization of the army, it is bringing the motor to the army, but Kulik is against the motor. This is just about the same as if he had spoken against the tractor and the combined harvester, defending the wooden plough and the economic independence of the village. If the government adopted Kulik’s position, I should say that in the years of the collectivization of agriculture we should have stayed with the single operators and with the wooden plough.





Progressive though Stalin sounded, some officers had certain if secret reservations, mainly because of the well-known ‘tug-of-war’ between ‘the government’ and the Defence Commissariat over mechanization. And Stalin himself had also participated in the session of the Glavnyi Voennyi Soviet, a similar meeting, which on 21 November 1939 decided to disband all the tanks corps as rapidly as possible. Stalin was also directly responsible for promoting men like Kulik to very senior posts. One officer at least felt that Stalin here was almost defending himself.


SOVIET MILITARY ORGANISATION: 1939


[image: image]


In his summing-up, Stalin stressed that ‘modern war will be a war of engines’; a future war might well be on two fronts, in the west with Nazi Germany, in the east against imperialist Japan. That governed the disposition of Soviet forces. He made no statement, however, about the imminence (or lack of it) of any future war – merely repeating that a future war would be highly mobile in nature. As for the rifle divisions, Stalin suggested cutting their ‘tail’ and increasing their mobility; in the future war of mass armies, then a superiority of at least two or three to one must be attained over a potential enemy. And with these mass armies, fully fitted out with automatic weapons and a wide range of equipment, particular attention would have to be paid to their supply requirements: supplies in the widest sense ‘must flow to the front from all parts of our country’. Stocks of food should be laid in, and here Stalin referred to the ‘wise decision’ of the tsarist government which stockpiled rusks. About these Stalin waxed almost lyrical – they were light, they kept for long periods; ‘A sip of tea and a rusk,’ he said, ‘and you’ve got a hot meal.’ On this note, all the way from armoured fighting vehicles to crusts of bread, the Kremlin conference drew to a close, but not before Molotov fired off his stinging rebuke to the commanders of the military districts that they did not know their tasks in the event of war. This was a shot which went wide of the mark, for without a coherent war plan these ‘tasks’ were inevitably a mystery to the officers concerned and no such plan existed.


The meeting broke up in some confusion. Most of the officers were depressed at the prospect for rapid mechanization in the light of Kulik’s sallies. The officers of the General Staff were mortified at the shambles of Meretskov’s report on the war-games; the Operations Section had carefully prepared all the material and Lieutenant-General Vatutin, assisted by Vasilevskii and Anisov, had done a thorough job for the report. What had been very striking was the treatment of Marshal Shaposhnikov, who sat silent and depressed during these sessions. He looked only in the direction of his immediate neighbours or stared straight ahead at the row of Politburo members, only his expression and a slight shaking of the head marking his dissatisfaction with and agitation at the turn of the discussion.


There were, however, further repercussions which hit the senior officers straight away. Stalin had already decided to regroup the district commands, but first he replaced Meretskov by Zhukov as Chief of the General Staff. Meretskov was posted as chief of the Military Training Administration, while Kirponos (who had held Meretskov’s previous command in Leningrad) went to Kiev, now vacated by Zhukov. To replace Kirponos, Lieutenant-General M.M. Popov received orders to turn over his command of the 1st Special Red Banner Army in the Far East and move westwards; Lieutenant-General P.A. Kurochkin was selected as the new commander of the Trans-Baikal Military District now that Koniev was being transferred from that command to take over the North Caucasus. Koniev and Yeremenko came to be involved in rather a complicated cross-posting, which indicated that though certain moves had been contemplated, nothing quite as drastic as this total reshuffle had been planned; on the eve of the study-conference, Yeremenko had been told that he would be going eventually to the North Caucasus, but on 9 January he discovered that his destination was now the Far East, where he would take command of the 1st Special Red Banner Army, which was about to be converted into a ‘Front’. After an interview on 15 January with Timoshenko, Yeremenko made his final preparations for departure.


Yeremenko acquired a new staff, among them Lieutenant-General I.V. Smorodinov, so very recently Deputy Chief of the General Staff; like Meretskov, he had been displaced, and Zhukov turned to an old friend, Sokolovskii, for his deputy at the General Staff. Colonel N.A. Lomov travelled out as the Chief of the Operations Section of the staff of the embryonic ‘Far Eastern Front’. The fortunes of Colonel-General Shtern, Marshal Blyukher’s successor in the Far East, were on the wane, disastrously so, as his eventual disappearance proved. Thus transplanting a ‘little general staff’ in the Far East failed to bring Yeremenko any great measure of comfort. He bumped up against the barrier separating the ‘General Staff officers’ from the field commanders; nor did his visit to the General Staff help to quieten his misgivings. The General Staff accorded him a reception, when he came to talk over problems of operational planning, which was markedly cool and completely unsatisfactory from the operational point of view. Yeremenko failed to receive any answer to his question – relevant enough – about the role of the 1st Special Red Banner Army in the event of war: would it fight offensively or defensively? Such highly secret information, he was given to understand, could scarcely be imparted to a formation commander.


The Soviet forces in the Far East had received no small amount of attention, even as the Red Army dashed into the Baltic republic and the Rumanian provinces in the summer of 1940. On 9 June 1940 the Soviet Union and Japan officially terminated the trouble which produced large-scale military operations on the Manchurian-Outer-Mongolian borders; this, fought in the summer of 1939 on the Khalkin-Gol, was the biggest and bloodiest of the ‘incidents’ which flourished at a variety of locations along the vast frontier which Japan and the Soviet Union shared. After the Japanese investment of Manchuria, and up to 1935, Soviet strength in the Far East tripled; from the six rifle divisions in 1931, the Soviet command could count on some twenty rifle divisions (with over a thousand tanks and a similar number of aircraft) by 1936. The Khalkin-Gol fighting produced an inevitable build-up in Soviet divisions, and this 1939 peak lasted until the spring of 1941. At the same time, command and deployment underwent marked changes. As far back as 1935, the Special Far Eastern Army (ODVA), the massive military command ruled by Marshal Blyukher, had lost its westerly elements with the creation of the Trans-Baikal Military District. That innovation had both military and political overtones; if the Red Army adopted an offensive plan in the Far East, the Trans-Baikal forces could be used to mount mobile operations directed against the Japanese rear in Manchuria, and at the same time it prevented Blyukher’s forces growing too large in what was the only independent military concentration in the Soviet Union. In 1938, with the conclusion of the lake Khasan (Changkufeng) fighting against the Japanese and with the murder of Blyukher, Stalin abolished the Special Far Eastern Army, which had hitherto controlled both the Amur and the Ussuri areas. In its place two armies were established, the 1st Special Red Banner (responsible for the Ussuri area and with its HQ at Voroshilov), and the 2nd Red Banner Army (responsible for the Amur area and with its HQ at Kuibyshevka). Both armies were directly subordinated to the Defence Commissariat, which now held all three Far Eastern commands in a tight grip. In Outer Mongolia, the administration of the 57th Rifle Corps moved in, while the 36th Motorized Rifle Division moved up from Chita to Ulan-Ude. During the Khalkin-Gol fighting, in the summer of 1939, the Far Eastern armies coalesced – temporarily – into a Front (under Shtern), bringing the Amur and Ussuri regions under one command. When the fighting died away, the Front disappeared, to be replaced by an area headquarters at Khabarovsk, a ‘co-ordinating command’ for the Amur and Ussuri regions. On 10 July 1940 the decision to raise the 16th Army in the Trans-Baikal Military District went into effect. Lieutenant-General M.F. Lukin, Chief of Staff of the West Siberian Military District, took command of this new formation, which was given three days in which to form up, in an area of some 19,000 square kilometres. To the south, the 57th Rifle Corps in Outer Mongolia became the 17th Army, and as such, was also subordinated to the Trans-Baikal Military District.


Lukin, apart from a brief absence to attend the December study-conference, worked hard to push his force into shape; the presence of Major-General I.P. Alekseyenko’s 5th Tank Corps (subsequently converted into a mechanized corps, with the 13th and 17th Tank Divisions, plus the 109th Motorized Rifle Division) with 300 tanks testified that this was no paper army. Yeremenko, who arrived in Voroshilov at 8 o’clock on the evening of 4 February 1941, found less cause for satisfaction; a meeting with his divisional and arms commanders on 6 February revealed all manner of shortcomings in training and in discipline. What Yeremenko had inherited was a bloated and inefficient organization, an army stretched out over a virtual Soviet ‘front’, reaching all the way from Khabarovsk to Vladivostok. Five weeks later (18 March), the 25th Army was carved out of the 1st Red Banner, a rationalization which Yeremenko welcomed in spite of its tardinesss; no longer did he assume responsibility for the entire length of this vast sector, as the 25th Army took station on his left. Some eight months previously, the 2nd Red Banner Army had undergone a reorganization of this kind, when the 15th Army took over its left sector in the Amur area. Finally, Lieutenant-General P.A. Kurochkin arrived in Chita, as Koniev moved to his new command in the Northern Caucasus.


In the first weeks of 1941, however, in the Red Army as a whole, no change in momentum could be detected as these scurryings within the command continued. The training plan, issued five days after Stalin’s address to the commanders, made absolutely no mention of the likelihood of war. Stalin himself had made only the vaguest reference to such an eventuality. Mikoyan and Schnurre had signed, on 10 January, an economic agreement regulating ‘reciprocal deliveries’ – Soviet raw materials, German machines – in ‘the second treaty period’. A week later, Molotov used this agreement, with its hint of amicability, to suggest to the German ambassador in Moscow, Count von Schulenburg, that the time had come ‘to turn to purely political issues again’. In a ponderous thrust, Molotov reminded the ambassador that Moscow still waited for a reply to its ‘statement of position’, the same ‘statement’ delivered with such obdurate and persistent bluntness by Molotov himself during the November conversations in Berlin. Turning to the most recent events, Molotov, inquiring exactly as the Soviet ambassador Dekanozov was doing in Berlin, asked about the significance of German movements in the Balkans. Molotov now insisted that ‘Bulgaria and the Straits’, which he listed together with Greece as possible German objectives, constituted a ‘security zone of the USSR’. The Soviet ambassador in Berlin received a reply to his representations on 22 January; von Schulenburg, on the 23rd, delivered the same reply to Molotov in Moscow. Berlin, now heavily entrenched in Rumania and with Bulgaria within its grasp, brushed the Soviet objections aside; German military concentrations in the Balkans were aimed at the British, and, so ran the insolent German phrases, to forestall the British would serve Russian as well as German interests. Molotov, who had shown himself to be not over-impressed with the wordy lunges of Hitler and Ribbentrop, mentioned in his reply the need to study the situation: thereafter, he would ‘take a stand, if necessary’. That plaintive conditional made it plain that no decision of any kind had as yet been taken; the import of German encroachment on his own preserves Stalin failed, or refused to discern.


The German attack on Greece (Operation ‘Marita’), mounted from bases in Rumania and Bulgaria, had been decided upon by Hitler and his commanders in November 1940. British victories in Libya early in 1941 necessitated further German military interventions in support of the Italians, so that Operation ‘Sonnenblume’, a revised version of the original scheme to reinforce the Italians in North Africa, assumed immediate significance. The prospect of British success being used to strengthen the Greeks necessitated modifications to Marita, including detaining formations originally intended for the campaign against the Soviet Union. For its success, Marita depended on agreement with Bulgaria over German bases and passage for German troops; while the movement of German troops into Rumania evoked Russian suspicions, the approach to Bulgaria brought downright Russian opposition. Hitler rolled across this, flattening the Soviet objection. He had cause enough to argue basic Soviet compliance; although the Soviet Union had fulfilled its obligations under the trade agreements concluded in 1939 and 1940, Germany, committed to satisfy Soviet requirements, had failed to do so. German arrears grew in size. If in November 1940 political co-operation between Germany and the Soviet Union seemed to be on the verge of collapse, the same held for economic relations. Yet Stalin chose the beginning of 1941 to make a gesture of conciliation, if not of actual appeasement in the January trade-agreement; German arrears were abuptly halved (in monetary terms) by Soviet compensation for a strip of Lithuanian territory acquired from the Germans. Soviet deliveries to Germany, that ‘substantial prop to the German war economy’ as Schnurre himself described them, although virtually halted at the end of 1940, began to flow once more – the indispensable grain and petroleum. That the January agreement marked a particular Russian initiative is emphasized by Molotov’s reference to it and his remark that political issues could be discussed again. On the one hand, Stalin indicated resistance, and on the other, he indicated compliance and concession. In all previous Nazi-Soviet dealings, the trade lever had been used to force the political door. Stalin appeared to be trying a repetition of this hitherto successful technique. His concessions at the moment were real enough, the resistance vague or formal. It was the latter, however, upon which Hitler battened; Stalin’s perfidy the Führer proclaimed with passion, denouncing him, ironically enough, as a ‘cold-blooded blackmailer’, at the Naval Conference of 8 January.


Obviously suspicious of German moves in the Balkans, Stalin, through Molotov, put the best possible construction upon them. Yet news of ‘Barbarossa’, passed through a route at first devious and then circuitous, was by January 1941 on its way to him. Since August 1940, very soon after the inception of the first plans for operations against the Soviet Union, the American commercial attaché in Berlin, Sam E. Woods, had been the recipient of the confidences of an anti-Nazi official privy to the inner secrets of the German military. Woods also learned of the German plans for tearing the Soviet Union to pieces in search of economic loot. The incongruity of such explosive military and political intelligence falling into the hands of a commercial attaché, and Woods in particular, led inevitably to scepticism and downright disbelief. Woods dispatched his news, loaded with the details of the German attack plans, to Washington early in January 1941; alert to the possibilities of German ‘dis-information’ Cordell Hull embarked on a lengthy evaluation of Woods’ report, which finally emerged from the hands of the FBI fully vindicated as to authenticity. In due course, the State Department made all this known to the Russians, the first recorded case of the acquisition of reliable information on German intentions in the east.


Not that Stalin lacked the services of an intelligence community in Berlin or further afield; in one sense, it was difficult to see where ‘diplomacy’ left off and ‘intelligence’ began, and nowhere was this truer than with respect to personnel. Ambassador Dekanozov (quite recently arrived in Berlin) and Counsellor Kobulov of the Soviet embassy in Berlin were, in the literal sense, lieutenants of the reptilian Beria, the Georgian who succeeded Yezhov (himself a victim of the massive purge which he had done most to implement) as head of the NKVD. Dekanozov had worked before his plunge into ‘diplomacy’ as chief of the Information Department of the NKVD. Like Beria, like Stalin, Dekanozov was a Georgian. So was Kobulov. This was no innovation; Stalin had long shown a preference for conducting his private diplomatic ventures with Georgian special agents. Kobulov, assisted by the ‘press men’ of the Soviet news-agency TASS, set about building up an active espionage network, reaching into Poland and Czechoslovakia. These operations came under the aegis of a leading echelon of the NKVD, with the status of a Main Administration, in this case, State Security: Glavnoe Upravlenie Gosudarstvennoi Bezopasnosti GUGBEZ. At the end of January 1941, presumably as a measure of further centralization in the intelligence services, the NKVD (under Beria) was separated from these agencies, which emerged as a separate entity, the NKGB (People’s Commissariat for State Security) under V.N. Merkulov. ‘Military intelligence’, the GRU (Main Intelligence Administration: Glavnoe Razvedyvatel ’noe Upravlenie), charged also with the external intelligence operations and included in the General Staff organization, had suffered severely from Stalin’s purge. Nevertheless, it continued to operate a network of external agents, in addition to the more ‘normal’ channels of attachés and evaluators, among whom was no less a person than Richard Sorge. The information obtained by these two main intelligence agencies, the external arm of the security services (NKVD) and the foreign operations of the General Staff GRU, passed finally to the massive Central Information Department, under the direct control of the Politburo, but even more specifically fused into the secret secretariat which served Stalin alone. The stream of information which flowed in from a multitude of sources Stalin could dam, divert or choke as he pleased; what he wished hidden, he could and did, in the phrase of present Soviet criticism, ‘wall up in a safe’. Before many weeks were out, the safes began to bulge.


In February 1941, at the Eighteenth Party Conference, Malenkov proceeded with a wearying verbal thoroughness to denounce the bureaucratism and inefficiency of Soviet industry as a whole. It was not enough to pass resolutions: the decision had to be taken to act upon them. The Stalinist system, however, was hardly conducive to the operation of any initiative, or the assumption of authority by any but the foolhardy. The Conference, in its dutiful way, while emphasizing that the defence industries were developing faster than the industrial sector in its entirety, pointed to the shortcomings in the production of raw materials, fuel, instruments; the Party pledged itself to eliminate ‘loafing’, and while assimilating the results of economic activity in 1940, adopted the new assignments for 1941 (to raise pig-iron production to 18 million tons, steel to over 22 million tons, rolled metal to over 15 million tons). This more intensive industrial effort dated back to the autumn of 1940, when stricter labour regulations and longer working hours had been decreed – hence the conference’s war on ‘loafing’. In the spring of 1940, a much needed ‘rationalization’ of industry had been attempted with the introduction of the six Economic Soviets, one of which was for the consolidated organization of war industry and run by Voznesenskii, who introduced the report on the 1941 economic plan at the Party Conference. The talk, and indeed the semblance of action, centred on a much publicized ‘mobilizational preparedness’, yet at the December military conference, the commanders kept asking for their new tanks and aircraft.


Since the beginning of the war in Europe, greater attention had been paid by Soviet administrators to the state of Soviet stockpiles, to the ‘state reserves’ of fuel, food and strategic raw materials, the object of special decrees on ‘mobilization reserves’ formulated in August 1940 (and repeated in June 1941). The ‘state reserves’ were designed to facilitate the transition to a war economy in industry and transportation by stockpiling fuel and raw materials; the ‘mobilization reserves’ covered stocks of strategic raw materials, not least non-ferrous and rare metals – copper, zinc, lead, cobalt, ferro-wolfram and ferro-molybdium, and cadmium. Stocks of ferrous metals, petroleum and coal grew by the year. A four- to six-month supply of foodstuffs secured the Red Army its nourishment: general food stocks totalled 6,162,000 tons on 1 January 1941.


For a full decade or more, under the gigantic banner of the Five Year Plans, the Soviet Union had been preparing for total war. The Soviet armed forces had had first call on the resources and the capacities of the state; the ‘primacy of heavy industry’ became a policy precept and a practical implementation of autarky which could never be challenged. The establishment of a Soviet industrial base, was, demonstrably, an achievement of formidable dimensions: the metallurgical plants at Magnitogorsk, Kuznetsk and Novo-Tagil, the Chelyabinsk and Novosibirsk factories, the eastern coalfields (Kuznetsk and the Karaganda, plus the opening up of the Pechora fields), the Baku oilfields and the ‘second Baku’ (the Urals-Volga district), seventy chemical plants since 1930, the Volkhov and Dniepropetrovsk aluminium works (and the initial exploitation of the Urals mineral supplies), plus the expansion of the industrial facilities of the north-west, the Moscow region and the mineral-loaded southern regions, such as the Donbas. Slowly the figures of the relationship of the output of the eastern regions, the Urals and beyond, compared with that of western and more vulnerable plants, mines and factories, began to climb, but only slowly; in 1940, the Donbas produced 94.3 million tons of coal, the Urals 12 million and the Karaganda fields 6.3 million. Dispersal aside, the grievous weak spot remained transportation, a theme which Malenkov had laboured at the recent Party conference. The expanding east needed extensive investment in new railway lines: Novosibirsk-Leninsk-Kuznetsk, double tracking at Magnitogorsk-Chelyabinsk-Orsk. The construction of the Turkestan-Siberian track aimed to link two treasure houses, Siberia and Central Asia. At the same time, however, the newly acquired territories in the west, in the western Ukraine, and in the Baltic area, demanded much improvement to their rail facilities. This clearly impeded Soviet deployment, if nothing else; the railway lines leading up to the Soviet frontier from East Prussia could take 228 trains per day, but the Lithuanian railway facilities (now controlled by the Russians) which ran up to the German frontier would accommodate only 84 trains. Elsewhere, as in the Urals or Siberia, with a less immediate military relevance, the lack of correspondence between network capacity and traffic did nevertheless represent a real loss, one which Soviet planners hoped to eliminate by technical improvements to track and traffic handling.


Soviet industry had not, to all intents and purposes, been strategically dispersed to the east; the Leningrad, Moscow and Ukrainian industrial regions embodied a vital, not to say overwhelming element of Soviet industrial power, any threat to which could only have the most dire consequences. Considerations such as these evidently played a significant part in the 1940 discussions on ‘mobilizational reserves’, which took a somewhat critical turn. According to General Khrulev, Stalin refused to entertain any ideas or proposals put forward by the heads of production agencies and by the General Staff that these same ‘mobilizational reserves’ should be stockpiled behind the Volga, far beyond the reaches of any invader. This Stalin refused absolutely to countenance; on the contrary, the reserves were left intact far to the west of the Volga or actually moved forward into the very vulnerable western frontier districts. Although the final responsibility is laid at Stalin’s door, General Khrulev singles out Lev Mekhlis for specific criticism in urging this disposition upon Stalin. The reference to the ‘General Staff’ makes it likely that this whole subject was discussed by Shaposhnikov, whose recommendations were for a more rational defence deployment based fundamentally on the old pre-1939 frontier lines. Although Stalin has served as an immensely convenient scapegoat in Soviet discussions of the 1941 disasters, there can be little doubt that the most serious charge (and the one most difficult to probe) concerns his overruling of ‘expert military opinion’ in matters of military preparation and deployment. Here, for once, yet documented so thinly that Soviet commentators still complain, is a specific case; the weight of expert opinion, military and military-industrial, lay with strategic dispersal eastwards. Quite the opposite went into effect, with no evidence of any contingency planning in the event of the western areas being attacked or disrupted. Once the decision was taken, presumably in the summer of 1940, to do almost the opposite of what Marshal Shaposhnikov suggested, to adopt a ‘forward strategy’ even in the face of the manifest deficiencies of the frontier areas in transportation, communications and military facilities, and to advance the Red Army which lacked any proper rear organization, much of the Soviet Union’s security had been put in jeopardy. Ironically enough, Marshal Shaposhnikov late in 1940 was made responsible, as head of the defence construction administration, for the fortification of those lines which he had earlier pronounced as the least suitable for Soviet defensive purposes. The Red Army would have to stand and fight on a line of nothing more than uncompleted battalion positions.
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