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Critical acclaim for War of the Rats


‘White-knuckle tension as the two most dangerous snipers in Europe hunt each other through the hell of Stalingrad. Immensely exciting and terribly authentic’ Frederick Forsyth


‘I devoured it. The reporting and writing are amazing, and the snipers’ duel with its layers of subtle technique and imagined motivation is suspenseful and powerful. It’s a good portrait of one of this century’s most important and terrible battles, and probably the most intense urban conflict in history’ Mark Bowden, author of Black Hawk Down


‘Strikingly original – a novel so agonisingly true that a historian would be proud of it. The authenticity of Robbins’ characters, the accuracy of his military detail, and the immediacy of his writing all bring the hellish combat of Stalingrad to vivid, gritty life . . . Here is a book written with the art and understanding that few war novels can approach’ Gary Solis, Professor of Law at West Point, and author of Son Thang – An American War Crime


‘Engrossing . . . Few suspense thrillers evoke the raw immediacy of War of the Rats. It takes reading only to page four to find it difficult to put down’ Stanley Weintraub, author of The Last Great Victory, The End of World War II





David L. Robbins is a former attorney who now writes full time. Visit his website at www.davidlrobbins.com.
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This book is dedicated to
my father, Sam, and my mother, Carol,
both veterans of World War II;
to my brother, Barry,
who served in Viet Nam;
and to those valiant men and women
of every stripe who have borne
honor into battle, who go unnamed
in history only because there
are so many of them.





I am the way into the doleful city,
I am the way into eternal grief,
I am the way to a forsaken race.



Justice it was that moved my great Creator;
Divine omnipotence created me,
and highest wisdom joined with primal love.



Before me nothing but eternal things
were made and I shall last eternally.
Abandon every hope, all you who enter.


—DANTE ALIGHIERI
The Divine Comedy: Inferno, Canto III
(the inscription above the gate to hell)



Next to a battle lost, the greatest
misery is a battle gained.


—THE DUKE OF WELLINGTON
(after the Battle of Waterloo)





INTRODUCTION


Not even Napoleon had stabbed as deeply into Russia as the German army had by August of 1942.


Adolf Hitler’s forces plunged one thousand miles across the vast and hostile plains of Russia to the banks of the Volga River. It was by far the deepest penetration into this Asian land of any foreign legion in history.


The German plan was simple: place Moscow under siege to tie up precious Russian defenses, then race south into the Caucasus region and conquer the strategic oil fields there. Once in control of the Caucasus, Hitler could fashion a peace on his terms and divide Russia in half, enslaving the western portion of the huge nation for his dream of Aryan world expansion and ‘one thousand years of Nazi rule.’


Late in July of 1942, Hitler called for a temporary shift in the Schwerpunkt, or main weight, of his Russian invasion, away from the southern oil fields to drive eastward, to neutralize a potential canker on his left flank. The city of Stalingrad, an industrial center responsible for almost half of Russia’s steel and tractor production, a metropolis of over 500,000 residents, lay on the banks of a crescent in the Volga. Hitler sensed an important, and easy, victory.


The legacy of that decision was written thereafter in more blood and destruction than any other battle in history. The Red forces, under strict instructions from Stalin (for whom the city, formerly Tsaritsyn, was named in 1925 in gratitude for his role in defending it from the White forces during the Russian civil war) to take ‘not a step backward,’ put up an unexpected and vicious fight.


Stalingrad’s five-month trial by fire began on August 23, 1942, when the first panzer grenadiers of the German Sixth Army reached the Volga on the city’s northern outskirts. The German forces were under General Friedrich Paulus. He and his Russian counterpart, General Vasily Chuikov, commander of the Red Army’s Sixty-second Army, presided over a terrible battlefield. The city, subjected to intense firebombings in late August, became a smoking charnel house. Soldiers fought and died in cellars, hallways, alleys, and the massive labyrinths of the wrecked factories smoldering beside the river. For months, the fighting was house to house and hand to hand, and the front lines swayed with each new clash, the rewards of which were measured in meters at a time. German foot soldiers called the fighting Rattenkrieg. War of the Rats.


The Sixth Army kept its strength inside the city at close to a hundred thousand troops, drawing on reserves of over a million men from German, Italian, Hungarian, and Rumanian divisions positioned on the great steppe outside Stalingrad. The Red force inside the city never exceeded sixty thousand soldiers and at times was as low as twenty thousand men desperately surviving until reinforcements could be ferried across the Volga. The two armies ground against each other with an incredible will, killing and maiming soldiers in unprecedented thousands.


By mid-October the Russians had their backs literally to the river. In some places they hunkered no more than a hundred yards from the Volga cliffs. Somehow they held out until finally, on November 19, 1942, the Red Army sprang its ‘November surprise.’ The Russians executed a sudden and immense flanking action that leaped out from both the north and south to close with terrifying speed behind the Germans and their allies, encircling them with a million and a half vengeful men. Hitler called his surrounded Sixth Army ‘Fortress Stalingrad’ and told the world these men would stay in place and fight to the death. His encircled troops, freezing, starving, bedeviled by lice, and under constant threat of Russian attack, called their position der Kessel, ‘the Cauldron.’ Of the quarter of a million soldiers surrounded on the steppe in mid-November, less than a hundred thousand were alive to surrender two and a half months later.


The city’s ordeal ended on January 31, 1943, when Paulus, a starved wraith of a man with a facial tic and a dead army, walked out of the battered Univermag department store in the decimated center of the city and surrendered.


The final toll on both armies was an estimated 1,109,000 deaths, the high-water mark of human destruction in the annals of combat. The Red Army reported 750,000 killed, wounded, or missing. German casualties were 400,000 men. The Italians suffered a loss of 130,000 out of their original force of 200,000. The Hungarians saw 120,000 killed, the Rumanians 200,000. Out of a prewar population in Stalingrad numbering more than 500,000, only 1,500 civilians were alive there after the battle.


For both armies, the outcome of Stalingrad was pivotal. Never before had an entire German army disappeared in battle. The Nazi myth of invincibility was broken. The Reds now had a major victory; Russia had withstood Hitler’s best punch, and returned to him a death blow. Stalingrad was as far as the Nazis got; the Germans fought a rearguard action for the remainder of the war. Two years later Red forces were celebrating in the streets of Berlin.


Into the midst of this awful carnage, played out on this pivotal stage, strode two men: Russian Chief Master Sergeant Vasily Zaitsev and German SS Colonel Heinz Thorvald.


Each was reputed within his own army as its most skillful killer, a master sniper of extraordinary abilities. Both were assigned to find and destroy the other. Each knew his nemesis was looking for him in the colossal maze of ruin and death that was Stalingrad.


Three of the four principal characters in War of the Rats – Zaitsev, Thorvald, and the female sniper Tania Chernova – were actual combatants at Stalingrad. Their escapades and those of several of their comrades have been documented in a number of works of history, and this novel has been drawn from those works (see Bibliography). While Zaitsev’s personal and family histories are recounted faithfully, I have presented the backgrounds of both Thorvald and Tania with some details imagined or altered for dramatic purposes. But the German sniper’s and the female partisan’s adventures and fates in Stalingrad have been left unchanged. The fourth character, Corporal Nikki Mond, is a composite German soldier who lives as authentic a life in Stalingrad as could be devised for him.


The dates, troop movements, and major battle details in War of the Rats are historical fact. In addition, most of the smaller vignettes, the personal struggles and interactions, are also fact, gleaned from interviews with survivors as well as written accounts. But like any novel, here – in the smaller, private moments – creep in the notions of accuracy and legitimacy. It is, of course, impossible to describe another’s thoughts and unseen acts. It is possible, however, with study and understanding, to re-create what an individual might have done and how he or she might have gone about doing it in a manner that, while fictional, remains genuine.


DLR
Richmond, Virginia
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THE CORPORAL,
THE HARE,
THE PARTISAN,
AND THE
HEADMASTER





ONE


Nikki Mond looked out of the trench into a smeared gray dawn.


The first light of the late October sky stayed clenched in a fist of smoke and dust. Fires from the night’s bombing chattered in the rubble. Burned tanks and trucks smoldered on the front line four hundred meters away, pulsing greasy oil smoke. Brick and concrete dust put a dry, chalky taste on every breath.


Nikki laid down his rifle to stretch his back and legs. He opened his canteen; he did not swallow the first dram but rinsed the dust from his mouth. He hadn’t touched the canteen in the night. Thirst helped keep him awake on watch.


‘Let me have some of that.’ Private Pfizer walked up to start the new watch. ‘I feel like I’ve been breathing dry shit all night.’


Nikki handed him the canteen.


Fifty meters away, Lieutenant Hofstetter came out of the officers’ bunker shaking on his gray coat. He buttoned it casually while he walked to the two soldiers. Nikki and Pfizer stiffened at his approach. He waved them off with a yawn.


‘Too early for that.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Nikki answered.


‘Anything to report, Corporal?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Well, the Reds never leave anything quiet for long. Let’s see what we’ve got.’


Hofstetter took Nikki’s binoculars, then stepped onto a dirt riser. The officer raised his head slowly above the top of the breastwork and brought the binoculars to his eyes. Keeping his head level, he slowly surveyed the ruins of the Stalingrad Tractor Factory.


‘Nothing,’ Hofstetter said. ‘Good. I think the Ivans took the night off.’


Pfizer held the canteen up to the lieutenant. ‘Sir, have a drink on that.’


Hofstetter lowered the binoculars. Turning broadside to the revetment, he raised the canteen and tilted his head back to take a long draught.


The lieutenant spasmed suddenly and threw the canteen into Pfizer’s face. Water erupted from the officer’s mouth, muffling a gurgled cry. His head whipped to the side; the canteen and binoculars fell from his rising hands. He tumbled.


The crack of a single, distant rifle flew past the trench. It circled over the morning like a buzzard, then was gone.


The lieutenant collapsed on Pfizer’s legs. The private’s face froze. He kicked the body off and scrambled to the opposite wall, ramming his back into the dirt.


Nikki snapped to his senses. He threw himself against the wall next to Pfizer, crouching low. He slid forward to lay his hand on the officer’s back. There was no breath.


Nikki looked at the officer’s helmet, still strapped under the chin. A red-rimmed hole gaped in front of the black eagle against a gold background, the emblem of the Third Reich. Blood leaked under the helmet to wet hair and ears, pooling on the Russian dirt. The lieutenant’s left foot shivered once, quivering in the puddle spilling from the canteen.


‘Fucking snipers,’ mumbled Pfizer. ‘We’re half a kilometer from the front line. How can they hit us here?’


Nikki recovered his binoculars and canteen. He looked down on the lieutenant. Nikki had seen tides of death in the past two months. Death was part of the Stalingrad landscape; it was melted into the broken bricks and shattered skyline. He bore it on his back now like scars from a lashing.


Nikki put a hand under the private’s arm. ‘Go get help moving the body.’


Pfizer scrambled to his feet. Without looking back at the corpse, he bent low and hurried up the trench to bring back the punishment detail, soldiers who’d been caught drinking, fighting, or sleeping on watch and were given the duty of collecting bodies.


Nikki moved away from Hofstetter and sat. Dawn had taken hold. Green and red recognition flares lofted into and out of the sky to mark the German positions so that the Luftwaffe could avoid bombing their own men in the morning’s opening sorties. Russian tracers flashed above, reaching for the screaming fighter planes. Flames danced in the decimated buildings while the constant flares exploded, flickered, and faded.


Waiting for Pfizer to return, Nikki composed letters in his head. He wrote a lie to his father on the family dairy farm in Westphalia. He told the old man not to worry; the war in the East was nearing an end, the Russian resistance was buckling. To his older sister, a nurse in Berlin, he wrote the truth, for he knew she was seeing the broken remains of this campaign firsthand in her beds and wards. Finally he drafted a letter to himself, a twenty-year-old corporal of the Wehrmacht dug in on the Eastern Front, crouched only meters from a fresh corpse. In his own letter he could neither lie convincingly nor tell the truth completely.
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Vasily Zaitsev pulled the bolt back fast. The smoking casing made no sound when it landed on the dirt beside him.


At his elbow, big Viktor Medvedev bore down through his telescopic sight. The first shot had been Zaitsev’s; if a second target appeared above the German trench, Viktor would take it.


Zaitsev counted slowly under his breath to sixty. In one minute, whether or not Viktor pulled his trigger, they would move. That was the sniper’s first rule of survival: pull the trigger, then pull out. Every shot can betray your position to eyes you cannot see but which are watching everywhere on the battlefield. Never stay in one shooting cell so long that it becomes your grave.


Zaitsev was sure his bullet had hit. The canteen was the first thing he’d seen, a round shape bobbing above the trench. He’d almost fired then: at a distance of 450 meters, it was hard to tell a canteen from a man’s head. He’d increased his pressure on the trigger and waited. Five seconds later the head popped right into his crosshairs. Careless, stupid, dead German.


Viktor waited now for another target to move into his sights. On occasion a bullet blowing out the back of a man’s skull would make the soldier next to him grab his rifle or his binoculars and search vengefully for the Russian sniper who had killed his officer or his friend, who had laid the silent crosshairs on him and snuffed his life with a single bullet fired from somewhere in the ruins. The shocked survivor sometimes vomited up one brave and loyal act for the still-shaking corpse beside him. Zaitsev and Viktor hunted courage as well as stupidity.


A minute passed. Zaitsev nudged Viktor.


‘Time, Bear.’


Medvedev lowered his scope. He and Zaitsev crept backward from the pile of bricks they’d hidden behind since before sunup, only fifty meters from the front line in no-man’s-land. In a shallow depression, the two pulled dirty muslin sacks from their backpacks. They slid their rifles inside the sacks and attached ropes, then slipped away into the surrounding debris without them. This close to the front line, the rifles jiggling on their backs could bring the two snipers unwanted attention.


It took them five minutes to slither thirty meters across an open boulevard, then into the shell of a building. They reeled in the sacks slowly to betray no motion in the rising light.


They sat in the building for an hour, in case a Nazi sniper had seen them enter and was waiting for them to leave. The wait would try the enemy’s patience – make him wonder if he’d missed them – as well as probe his physical ability to stay focused through his crosshairs for sixty empty minutes.


Zaitsev reached into his pack for his sniper journal. He scribbled in it, then handed the worn notebook to Medvedev.


‘Sign this, Viktor.’


Medvedev read the record of the day’s kill: 17/10/42. NE quadrant, Tractor Factory sector. German bunker. Forward observer. 450 meters. Head shot.


He signed. Spotter – Medvedev, V. A. Sgt. With a quick scrawl, Viktor sketched a pair of round ears, a snarling snout, and slitted, angry eyes. Under it he wrote ‘the Bear.’


Master Sergeant Viktor Medvedev was a Siberian, a broad-shouldered, dark, and powerful man. His name came from medved, the word for ‘bear.’ His partner was another Siberian, Chief Master Sergeant Vasily Zaitsev. Zaitsev had the round, flat face of a Mongol. Smaller than Viktor, he was wiry, yellow-haired, and quick, a scrambler. His name sprang from zayats, ‘hare.’


Zaitsev and Medvedev were the only members of their division’s sniper unit who worked directly along the front line. The other dozen shooters stayed burrowed in the rubble a few hundred meters back. Working so close to the Germans called on all their skills as hunters, testing their nerves and cunning, but it enabled the two Siberians to shoot several hundred meters deeper into the German rear. Their crosshairs found not just infantry, machine gunners, and artillery spotters, the fodder of war, but unsuspecting officers.


Viktor dug from his pack a half-full bottle of vodka. He inclined the lip toward Zaitsev. ‘Nice shooting, Hare.’ He took a swallow, then put the bottle in Zaitsev’s outstretched hand. Zaitsev tipped it.


Viktor laughed. ‘You’ve got more patience than me.’


Zaitsev wiped his lips. ‘How so?’


The Bear laughed harder. ‘I would have shot that fucking canteen.’


SS Colonel Heinz von Krupp Thorvald faced the applause.


His students clapped, fifteen of them who’d gathered on the distance range to see their teacher, the headmaster of the SS’s elite sniper school, win a bet.


Lieutenant Brechner strode forward, ten marks in his hand. He laid the money in his colonel’s outstretched palm, then bowed in a theatrical burst.


Thorvald accepted the money and returned the bow. He reached out to the puffing private who’d run back from one thousand meters across the field with the paper target.


Thorvald held the target up to Brechner and stuck his index finger through the perforation in the center of the bull’s-eye. He waggled the finger. ‘This is a worm,’ he said, ‘sticking out of a Russian’s head.’


The men laughed. The remarkable ability of their colonel to make such spectacularly long shots was useless as a military tactic, for at such a distance it was impossible to tell if a target deserved shooting. Nonetheless it was an impressive feat, one that Brechner at least was willing to wager ten marks to witness.


‘That’s just how I got them in Poland,’ Thorvald said, handing his Mauser Kar 98K with a 6X Zeiss scope to the private, his attendant. ‘Two hundred of them. Back in thirty-nine.’


Part of Thorvald’s teaching philosophy was that his students should aspire to be like him: confident, calm on the trigger. They need not emulate his flabbiness and bookish nature, but he desired to see intellect in their marksmanship. He wanted them to reason out their shots, replacing the body – the enemy of the sharpshooter, with all its distractions and throbbing motion – with the still, sharp focus of the mind. He desired to see them behave and shoot like Germans.


Daily, Thorvald told stories of his own exploits on the battlefield as part of their training here in Gnössen, just outside Berlin. This morning, after the early practice session and the bet by Brechner, he gathered his charges under a large oak and had coffee served. While they sipped and settled on the grass, Thorvald told this class of young, eager snipers the tale of the Polish cavalry charge.


Within forty-eight hours of Germany’s invasion of Poland, begun September 1, 1939, Thorvald had been transferred as a sniper to the Fourteenth Army under General Heinz Guderian. It was Guderian and his staff who’d conceived the lightning strikes, the overwhelming blitzkrieg tactic combining waves of air and land bombardment with highly mobile tanks and armored infantry. In the opening days of the Polish invasion, Thorvald, then a captain, found himself on his first live battlefield with little to do while the German forces easily split the Poles into fragments. Above the front lines, the Luftwaffe’s JU-87 Stuka bombers perforated the enemy’s lines with their low-level, screaming accuracy. Then came a flood of armored cars, motorcycles, and tanks. Next came the rumble of infantry and artillery. When weaknesses were found, the German infantry knifed through to fan out into the rear, cutting communications and surprising supply stations.


By the third morning, the Polish army had fallen into disarray. Isolated units fought hard to beat off frontal attacks in Thorvald’s sector outside Krakow. Finally his assignment came from Command: his eight-man sniper squad was to creep up during lulls in the fighting and shoot into the Polish trenches and strongholds. Command wanted its snipers to drain the enemy’s fighting spirit.


For four days Thorvald and his men crawled at dawn to within five hundred meters of the enemy. Thorvald collected seventy-one confirmed kills, more than the rest of his unit combined.


While the other snipers bragged at the evening meals and compared journals, Thorvald read books. The commander of his division came around and handed out tin tokens, one for each kill. These were to be redeemable at the end of the war for one hundred deutsche marks apiece, the army’s equivalent of a bounty. Thorvald gave his tokens away.


During the invasion’s second week, Thorvald’s company encircled a large Polish force. One morning at dawn, he looked out of his shooting cell at the sound of trumpets and pounding hooves. He watched in disbelief as a brigade of Polish cavalry leaped over the parapets and galloped across the open plain. Through his scope, he gazed at the colorful mounted soldiers, their gloved hands holding pennants and lances high, trying to rally their comrades.


He lined up his first target at six hundred meters and fired. The rider fell. Before he could acquire a second mark, the booming of tanks erupted behind him, raising columns of dirt and flame on the plain. He watched through the crosshairs; in minutes the magnificent Polish cavalry charge became a scattered collage of dismembered men and horses.


‘And what,’ he asked the assembled class at the end of this day’s tale, ‘do you think is the moral?’


Thorvald smiled at the young men. No hands went up. They knew better than to speak during his stories, even to answer a question.


They are so ready, Thorvald thought, looking at the faces, the ease of confidence in their movements, the juice of youth in their veins; they’re tugging at the reins to go off to battle to earn their own reputations, to move their crosshairs over the hearts of real men. I know how a man can kill. But I wonder how he can be so anxious to risk his life to go and do it.


‘The lesson, my young, ignorant boys,’ he said, holding his hands out to them as if to show the breadth of his sizable wisdom, ‘is this: don’t be a hero, on horseback or otherwise. Stay behind cover.’





TWO


Minutes after Hofstetter’s body had been carried to the rear, orders came for Nikki’s company to move from their position west of the Tractor Factory. The final assault on the next factory, the Barricades, was under way. This offensive would be the knockout punch; it should take just one or two more weeks to push the Reds out of the Barricades and into the Volga.


Captain Mercker split the eighty-man company into patrols of ten. Mercker was leery of snipers and migrating machine guns that might carve into his troops and bog them down in a firefight if they moved as one. He counted out the first ten men.


‘Corporal.’ He pointed at Nikki. ‘You know our objective?’


Nikki nodded sharply. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘You’re in charge of the first squad. Get to within fifteen hundred meters of the Barricades. Find a secure spot for the company to assemble.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Keep your head down. Move.’


Nikki looked at the nine men assigned to scurry behind him through the gauntlet ahead. All young, pale, grimy faces like his own. All interchangeable, he thought, each one dispensable, like a throwaway rag. He said a quick and silent prayer that there would still be nine when he next counted.


‘Go only where I go,’ he said. ‘Move only how I move.’


Nikki bent at the waist and knees. His rifle hung in his hand almost to the ground. He stretched his neck like a tortoise and lifted his head. In this position, which was torturous but made a man as small a target as he could be when running, Nikki moved clear of cover and into the open street.


He ran in bursts, shadowing the contours of the buildings and rubble. His nine charges mimicked his every step. They ducked and waited one at a time behind the debris he chose. They lay panting for breath in the craters and ditches where he had lain. Nikki picked each position with care, knowing that every step he took had to be taken nine more times. He never allowed himself to be without cover for more than ten meters. In that space, a sniper would have to be extraordinarily good or lucky to line him up and hit. If he ran into the sights of a Red machine gun, he might still have time to dive for the ground and scramble behind something, anything. His biggest concern was his nerves; he knew that if he made a mistake, it might kill not him but perhaps the fifth or last soldier behind him.


Twice, rifle shots rang out. Nikki froze. The shots did not find his men and were not followed by more action. They were just the random convulsions of combat in Stalingrad, as if too much silence broke some unwritten rule. He caught his breath, then pressed on.


Nikki had the objective in sight for a long time. The three gargantuan factories stood in a line, their backs against the river – the Tractor Works, the Barricades, and the Red October. Around them for a kilometer in all directions lay open battleground plowed by bombs, the broken machinery of war scattered over it like coal shoveled across a floor. At fifteen hundred meters from the middle factory, the Barricades, Nikki sprinted across the remains of a wide boulevard and tumbled into an abandoned trench. He waved to his men to gather beside him and wait for the rest of the company.


After the grueling three-hour, six-kilometer traverse through the city, Nikki’s reward was nine sweaty faces, their eyes rolling as if to say, Corporal, don’t make us do that ever again.


The Barricades, like the other two factories, had been gutted and dismantled by battle to where it had fallen in on itself. A row of broken smokestacks rose above the giant heaps of steel. From this distance, the factory looked deserted. Nikki knew it was not.


To his left were the ghostly shambles of several stone buildings. The corner structure was the largest. Its top was missing, crumpled at its feet like a skirt that had been dropped. That building will make an excellent strong point, Nikki thought. We can occupy several floors and control the approaches from all sides.


The squad waited in the trench for the rest of the company to arrive. Nikki wondered about Lieutenant Hofstetter’s body.


Where is it now, six hours after being alive for its last moments? Is it being readied to fly home, boxed in pine for a military funeral with flags and honors like we’ve all been promised? Or has it been dumped into an unmarked grave in the Russian sod with a hundred other corpses? Did his arms and legs fly akimbo when he landed atop the other dead, to stay that way into eternity, sliding down the pile, going to Judgment upside down?


I don’t want to die like Hofstetter, a bullet in the brain fired from half a kilometer away blasting out the back of my head. He was just drinking from a canteen, he wasn’t even fighting; he didn’t get the chance to die thrashing or screaming to give his life some sort of send-off, a final moment of note. Drinking out of a canteen: he didn’t know he was marked with the crosshairs of a sniper, a damned killer who crawled away with no blood on his hands.


I don’t want to die like that, branded with an invisible black cross like one of war’s ten million cattle. It isn’t a proper death for a soldier; it’s just an ending. It’s even a bit stupid, a silly, facedown, ripped-open, awful ending.


I don’t want to be buried in Russia, Nikki thought. I want to go home.


In ten minutes the first soldier from the second patrol appeared in the ruins to the rear. Nikki’s men beckoned him into their trench. For two hours, the afternoon sun lowered its gaze and the rest of the company assembled. Captain Mercker arrived at dusk with the last group of ten. There had been no encounters with the enemy. The Russians must be withdrawing, Nikki guessed, to concentrate in the factories and ready themselves for the coming German hammer blow.


Mercker held a quick meeting with his lieutenant and five sergeants and corporals.


‘We’re going to take this big building on the corner, gentlemen. I want the men to move in their ten-man squads. Corporal,’ Mercker said, locking on Nikki, ‘you go in first again. You seem to be good at it.’


Nikki nodded. A hell of a thing to be good at, he thought.


‘Send word when the building is secure. If we hear action, we’ll come running.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Nikki collected his squad.


Nikki led the way for his men, ducking and weaving. Bursting in the front door, his squad moved quickly down a long, dark corridor with machine guns poised and grenades ready. They scraped their backs against the walls before erupting into rooms. Every nerve was raw while they scoured the shadows for any sign of Russians. Nikki shouldered the last door. It opened into a large assembly hall, perhaps a ballroom. He sent a private to tell Mercker to come ahead. He suggested the large room at the end of the hall as the place where the unit should gather and spread out to fortify the building.


Once all eighty men were assembled, the captain ran down assignments. Spotters, large-caliber machine guns, and mortars would go to the top floor. Antitank gunners were sent to the middle floors to shoot down onto Russian tanks. For street-level defense, light machine guns and the rest of the men would be on the ground floor. Mess and communications were in the big hall.


Nikki stood beside the door to the hallway. At Mercker’s signal, every man in the unit was to dash to his assigned position. Nikki prepared to fling the door open, plant his feet, and aim his machine gun down the hall to protect the men scurrying up the steps.


‘Ready?’ asked the captain. ‘Go.’


Nikki flung open the door.


A grenade sailed past his face. On the other side of the hall a door slammed shut.


Nikki screamed, ‘Down!’


He flung himself to the floor. The grenade rolled into the crowd and exploded ten meters from where he lay. The blast was muffled. Nikki brought his head up from his arms to see the jerking body of a soldier who’d leaped onto the grenade.


Men recoiled from the door. Every weapon they could handle was pointed forward while they backpedaled. Chambers clattered as rounds were slammed into firing position. Eighty fingers poised on triggers as the boom of the detonation faded. Near the door, alone, the body of the dead heroic soldier lay smoking.


‘Russians!’ a voice shouted. ‘Goddammed Russians are across the hall!’


‘How’d they get in there?’ Mercker was furious. ‘Damn it, how? I thought we checked this floor!’


The captain stabbed his finger at six men; Nikki was the sixth. Mercker waved them beside the door, then made a fist, his battle signal for them to stand guard.


Nikki rushed forward with the other men. He sat quickly and hoisted his machine-gun stock to his cheek. He aimed at the doorknob of the door across the hall. If it moves, he thought, I’m blowing it off its hinges. Another soldier slid along the wall and slammed their door shut.


The captain ordered two heavy machine guns set up and aimed at the doorway in case the Russians mounted a charge. Guards were placed at the three windows into the room. The Reds might try crawling around the side of the building to toss in satchel charges. Secure for the moment, the captain stepped to the center of the room.


‘We’re ordered to hold this building,’ he growled, ‘and that’s what we’re going to do. I don’t know the strength across the hall, so we’ll keep our position until we have more info. Or until we find a way to get the Reds out of here.’


A soldier spoke up. ‘Why don’t we just rush them, sir? There can’t be more than a few.’


‘How do you know that, Private? There are eighty Germans in here. Would you like to hold us off with just a few? I don’t think the Russians would, either. I doubt that’s all they brought with them.’


Nikki looked at the grimy faces leaning into the officer’s words.


‘No,’ Mercker said, ‘I’m not ready to turn this into a slaughterhouse. We’ll wait them out. See who gets scared first. Probably they’ll sneak out a window tonight and go report that the Reich has got this building now.’


Nikki moved to the center of the room and sat. He watched two men lift the martyred soldier out of his smoldering blood and carry him to a window. It was Private Kronnenberg. A boy his own age, nineteen or twenty. They’d spoken only a few times. Kronnenberg was new, just called up. He’d been hopeful, still certain that Germany needed Russian soil. A young patriot. He was no longer young, Nikki thought. Kronnenberg was dead. He couldn’t get any older than that. He was lowered out the window gently.


Nikki’s eyes fixed on the door. The Russians are just like us, he thought. There’s a hundred of them. They’re huddled in the middle of a big room. They’re making plans to spend the night, too, figuring we’ll creep out through the windows as soon as we’re sure we don’t want to die enough to keep this building.


Nikki was scared. He marveled that he could still be afraid for his life. When would the fear leave him completely? When would he have seen enough, run and crawled enough? He didn’t shake after the battles in these buildings anymore. He no longer curled up in a corner under the clearing smoke, looking breathlessly at the dead of both armies. No longer. This was a bad sign. He didn’t want to get used to this. But it was happening.





THREE


‘Comrade Chief Master Sergeant. Come in. Sit down.’


Zaitsev stepped down onto the dirt floor of Colonel Nikolai Batyuk’s bunker. Batyuk stood and motioned to a keg as a stool. The commander of the 284th Division was taller than Zaitsev but just as slim. His dark hair was combed back to show a high, pale forehead.


Batyuk’s desk was a collection of planks laid over two barrels. Unlike the bunker Zaitsev shared with Viktor, this cave had been dug not by a German bomb but by sappers into the limestone cliff above the Volga, southeast of the Barricades plant. The walls and roof were fortified with timbers, recalling a Siberian sauna. Behind Batyuk, two women worked field radios, plugging and unplugging wires at a furious rate and speaking into microphones in low tones. Three staff officers leaned over another crude table to scribble lines on a map.


Zaitsev perched on the keg. He set his pack at his feet and rested his sniper rifle across his knees.


‘You wished to see me, Comrade Colonel?’


‘Yes, Vasily. You were stationed in Vladivostok before you were transferred here. You were in the navy. A clerk?’


‘Yes, sir.’ I am not, Zaitsev thought, still a clerk.


Batyuk pointed to Zaitsev’s neck. ‘I see you still wear your sailor’s shirt under your tunic.’


Zaitsev tugged at the blue-and-white striped jersey beneath his outer shirt.


‘Yes, sir. In the navy we say the blue is the ocean’s waters and the white is the foam.’


Batyuk smiled. ‘I’ve never seen the Pacific. I hear it’s beautiful. Perhaps one day.’


The two sat silently. Both wore thin, faraway smiles across their faces. Batyuk blinked and cleared his throat.


‘Let me see your sniper journal.’


Zaitsev handed the black leather booklet across the desk.


The colonel flipped through the pages. Without looking up, he said, ‘As you know, in the last two weeks the Germans have kicked us out of the Tractor Factory in all but the northeast corner. They’re also threatening our positions in the Barricades and Red October plants.’


Batyuk laid the journal on the desk. ‘Our bridgehead is dwindling. I’m going to tell you a few things you may not know. Then again, since you’re one of the men who makes those lines on that map come and go’ – he motioned to his staffers drawing and erasing at their table – ‘you might know a great deal.’


Zaitsev looked hard at his colonel. Batyuk reached under the desk and produced a bottle of vodka and two glasses. He poured.


The two raised their drinks in toast. They gulped, then inhaled deeply through their shirtsleeves, the Russian ritual to make the sting of the vodka last a moment longer.


Batyuk exhaled. ‘I’m sorry I can’t offer you any cabbage.’


Zaitsev smiled. ‘Another time, Comrade Colonel.’


Batyuk leaned across his desk. ‘Something’s up. I’m sure you’ve noticed that we’ve had our ammunition cut every day for a week. That means it’s being diverted somewhere else.’ The colonel picked up a penknife and tapped it in his palm. ‘We have to hold out, Vasily. We’ve got to keep the Germans’ feet to the fire. I can’t tell you why, because I don’t know why. But something very big is up.’


Batyuk motioned Zaitsev to follow him to the map table. He indicated the row of three giant factories, red and black lines mingled in a tangle of battle activity. Zaitsev thought how little the lines told of the destruction and terror inside those buildings.


‘We have forty thousand men in place,’ Batyuk began. ‘We can stay at that level so long as we continue to get reinforcements. Whenever the Germans reduce our bridgehead, we just pack the men in more densely. Even though our positions are getting smaller, they’re not getting weaker. The Germans have been slow to catch on to this. In fact, Zhukov and the rest of the generals who know what’s going on aren’t concerned with space. If we can keep that number of men fighting somewhere in the city, the Nazis can’t pull out. Hitler won’t let them. He’s already announced to the world he controls Stalingrad. I think Hitler’s just mad because the city is named after Stalin.’ Batyuk chuckled. ‘Who knows? Anyway, as long as they can’t leave, you and I are doing our jobs.’


The colonel moved his hand to an open area between the city center and the factory district. His finger came to rest over a black circle. ‘This is Hill 102.8,’ he said, referring to the hill’s height in meters above sea level. Its real name was Mamayev Kurgan, the burial mound of Mamay, an ancient Tatar king. ‘The Germans control this hill. From here they can see every damned thing going on . . . here.’ Batyuk drew a ring around the city center. ‘Here . . .’ He motioned to a five-kilometer stretch of the ruins of three huge factories: on the eve of war, these plants had produced 40 percent of the Soviet Union’s tractors and 30 percent of its high-grade steel; the bombings of August and September had reduced them to gargantuan tangles of steel, twisted rails, and forlorn brick facades.


‘And worst of all, here.’ Batyuk stabbed his finger three times along the Volga at the landing stages: the Skudri crossing, behind the Tractor Factory; Crossing No. 62, at the rear of the Barricades; and the moorings south of the Banny Gully, directly across from Krasnaya Sloboda, the Red Army’s main embarkation point on the east bank.


‘From 102.8, German spotters are directing artillery and air strikes against our supplies and reinforcements on the river.’ Batyuk moved back to his desk. ‘With supplies already being cut, we could be in serious trouble if we don’t maximize use of what we do get from the east bank.’


Zaitsev sat again on the keg. ‘Do you want me to hunt on Mamayev Kurgan? I know it pretty well.’


Batyuk waved his hand. ‘Not yet.’ He opened Zaitsev’s sniper journal to the first page. ‘Tell me about your introduction to being a sniper.’


Zaitsev had seen his first snipers during the battle for the Tractor Factory only eighteen days before, two lithe men crawling in the direction of the bullets while others dug their way to cover. Zaitsev had admired their courage, how well they seemed to work on their own.


‘Do you like working on your own?’ Batyuk inquired.


‘I am not unaccustomed to it. It’s how I hunt.’


‘Who commissioned you a sniper? When did it happen?’


‘On October eighth. We were in a shop of the Tractor Factory, pinned down under a machine gun. I don’t know – I just crawled to a spot, aimed, and fired.’


‘Distance?’


‘One hundred and seventy-five meters.’


‘You took out the machine gunner?’


‘Yes.’


‘And you shot the next two Nazis who got behind the gun.’


‘I did.’ Zaitsev was surprised Batyuk knew this.


‘Lieutenant Deriabyn approached you and told you to report to the sniper unit of my division, yes? You, along with your Siberian friend Viktor Medvedev – another crack shot, I hear – began as snipers with your telescopic sights the next day.’


Zaitsev nodded. Batyuk was not inviting comment.


‘What kind of training did you get?’


Zaitsev said nothing.


‘Hmmm?’ Batyuk took up the penknife. He tapped it on the table. It said, quietly, Answer me, Chief Master Sergeant.


Zaitsev’s first days as a freshman sniper had been marked by a funereal silence. The nine other snipers in the squad did not speak often. No one seemed sure how long any of them would live. Camaraderie did not exist. The snipers were fresh-scrubbed boys and weasel-eyed men, long-limbed athletes and stocky pugs, all volunteers. They had been recommended for sniper duty by their platoon commanders, each for his ability to kill one target at a time from a distance. It seemed they were all resolute to survive the same way, one at a time, alone, at a distance.


The unit lived in a dirt cave, a bunker dug by a heavy artillery round and then covered with rafters and debris to disguise it from Nazi dive-bombers. At night, when Zaitsev and Viktor returned to the snipers’ bunker, they alone talked by the glow of the lantern of strategies and their similar childhoods in the Urals. They spoke of hunting the enemy in Stalingrad as if the Nazis were animals in the wild, driven by instinct more than intellect. War, they agreed, scoured away man’s humanness to reveal the beast inside. The beast was what Zaitsev and Viktor tracked and killed.


There was neither structure nor training in place for the snipers; experience was their teacher, the battle gave them their orders. Some of the men were sullen; others shone brightly, ready to prove their worth. Many had strength; others had patience; some had brains. Few combined all three, and Zaitsev and Viktor watched the faces come and go, disappearing into the giant meat grinder of war in the decimated streets, cellars, rusted metal, and pockmarked walls.


‘None, sir,’ Zaitsev answered. ‘No training.’


Batyuk turned back to the opening page in the journal. ‘Tell me about your first sniper kill.’ He found a place on the page with his finger. ‘October eighth. You had two kills near the railway behind the chemical factory.’


On Zaitsev’s initial dawn as a sniper, he’d spotted an enemy unit digging a trench to connect two shattered rail cars. That evening he’d asked the sniper squad’s leader, a corporal, for permission to return and hunt them. Since he was a chief master sergeant, the rank he brought with him from his years as a naval clerk, and the highest-ranking soldier in the bunker, he was told to do what he wanted. Before dawn, he and Viktor crawled out to take up positions three hundred meters from the trench.


Zaitsev and Viktor watched the Nazis through binoculars under the rising sun. The two snipers let the Germans show themselves above the trench a few times to give them confidence that the area was secure. They would wait for one of the digging soldiers to finish his labor and thrust the shovel into the dirt or lean on it. That would be the time for a chest shot.


‘Why in the chest?’ Batyuk interrupted.


A chest shot, Zaitsev explained, would more likely cause the target to drop the shovel and leave it on top of the breastwork when he fell. A shot in the back would increase the odds of him taking the shovel back down into the trench. Just as planned, the first soldier to die – with Medvedev’s bullet in his heart – let the shovel fly from his grasp before he tumbled backward into the trench. Viktor and Zaitsev trained their sights on the tool left lying in full view. In minutes a head and an arm appeared above the dirt wall to retrieve it.


Viktor whispered, ‘You.’


Zaitsev’s bullet pierced the Nazi’s cheek.


‘Where did you learn this tactic?’ Batyuk sat forward, his fingers playing under his chin.


‘It’s a simple ploy for a hunter from the Urals, sir. Wolves and other animals in the taiga mate for life. You bait one with the body of the other.’


Batyuk opened his hands. ‘Ah, yes, of course. In Siberia. I fear we’re out of wolves in my home, the Ukraine.’ He turned more pages in the journal. ‘And this one? Last week you were on the southern slope of Mamayev Kurgan, hunting enemy snipers.’ Batyuk held the book closer to his eyes. ‘What is the “mortar shell trick”?’


Again Zaitsev explained to his colonel. He’d picked up this ploy from a German sniper who’d feasted on Russian wounded during their evacuation through a ravine near Mamayev Kurgan. Zaitsev had crawled to a position high above the ravine. He lay behind cover for hours, watching with his artillery periscope. The periscope was an excellent tool, allowing him to stay out of sight and observe a wide range at four power, the same as his sniper scope. It was precise to 250 meters. Looking near the crest of the hill, Zaitsev saw a heap of empty brass mortar shells. He counted twenty-three shells. He noted that one among the pile had no bottom.


‘You counted the shells?’ Batyuk tapped his pocketknife in his palm. ‘I marvel at your attention to detail. That’s fantastic.’


‘Not really, sir. Noticing details is a more important skill than shooting for distance. Movements in the terrain, even the smallest shift in a rock or a new hole in a wall, are the only clues you may get to the location of a sniper. These are the tracks we read, just like footprints in the snow or animal scat on the forest floor.’


Batyuk nodded. Zaitsev knew he was telling his colonel things the man did not, could not, know. Oh, well, he thought, Batyuk asked me. What can I do but tell him? Zaitsev reminded himself to try not to boast. You’re just a hunter, hunting. It’s what you do well. Let it speak for itself.


‘When I saw the bottomless mortar shell, I realized it would make a perfect shooting tube. It could be buried inside a trench mound or hidden among other shells, as this sniper had done. It would make him almost invisible.’


Zaitsev had focused his periscope on the shell. With his free hand, he raised his helmet on his bayonet. A flash appeared inside the shell. The helmet sprang off the bayonet, dented in the front. Zaitsev gave the sniper credit for his patience and cunning. He’d had the first shot. The next belonged to the Hare.


The following dawn Zaitsev crawled to the same spot and located the shell pile. He counted again. This time he found only twenty-two shells. The shooting tube was gone. This sniper was no freshman; he knew to shoot and move. He’d taken the open shell with him. Where? Using the periscope, Zaitsev looked in every pit in the ground, along every mound. After three exhausting hours he found the brass shell buried near the top of a trench a hundred meters east of its original site. The camouflage was sloppy; part of the tube was left sticking out of the trench. A yellow reflection glistened in the rising sun, enough for Zaitsev to zero in on.


He crawled to a new position, one where the sun was directly over his shoulder and shining into the eyes of the German. He laid his rifle between two rocks and focused his scope on the mouth of the tube. Leaving the rifle, he slithered three meters to a pile of bricks. Again he raised his helmet on the bayonet. Again the Nazi stung the helmet with a bullet. Zaitsev scrambled back to his rifle. He stared down his scope into the open shell two hundred meters away. At the other end of the brass tube, the sniper leaned down just for a second to pick the spent casing from the trench floor. Still following the rules, Zaitsev thought, like all good snipers. Leave no trace behind.


Zaitsev waited for him to straighten. When he did, he split the German’s brow with his crosshairs. The bullet, Zaitsev’s lone offering in this one-on-one battle, struck between the eyes. He saw the rifle, lying ownerless now, in the gleaming shell.


‘Between the eyes?’ Batyuk repeated. He seemed doubtful.


‘Yes, sir.’


Zaitsev held the colonel’s gaze. It had been his shot, his kill. One bullet, one Nazi. That was Zaitsev’s creed, his special gift. He did not doubt. He raised his finger. He put it between his own eyebrows. ‘Right here,’ he said.


Batyuk returned his attention to Zaitsev’s journal. He read through the final entries, then laid the booklet on the desk.


‘This morning you shot an officer near the Tractor Factory.’


Zaitsev stretched his back. He’d been sitting for almost an hour. ‘The Germans change shifts at dawn. The ones coming on watch often light a cigarette or do something stupid like stretch. The sleepy ones get careless.’


‘What did this one do?’


‘He took a drink from a canteen. His head popped up like a cork.’


Batyuk waited.


Zaitsev shrugged. ‘And I blew it off. Sir.’


Batyuk patted the journal. ‘It says here you’ve killed forty-two Germans in twelve days’ work. How many bullets have you used in those twelve days?’


‘Forty-three, sir.’


Batyuk smiled. ‘What went wrong?’


‘I was hunting some officers on Mamayev Kurgan. I crawled above them on the slope. They were bathing in a pool of rainwater in a crater. I forgot to take into account that I was firing downhill.’


‘And?’


‘And I was tired and did not subtract one-eighth of the distance from the shot. I overshot. The officers jumped out of the pool.’


Batyuk continued to smile. ‘What did you do then, Vasily?’


‘I saw my mistake and I left.’


Batyuk leaned forward, his fingers steepled above his palms. ‘You didn’t shoot more at the officers? I assume they were visible long enough for you to get off another shot.’


‘Yes, sir, I could have fired. But it’s not the good way. A sniper should not shoot after he’s revealed his position. One or two officers in return for a sniper is not a good trade.’


Batyuk stood up. He nodded in small bobs, then clapped his hands once. ‘Vasily, I have a job for you.’


Viktor Medvedev folded his Red Star newspaper in the middle.


‘He wants you to do what?’


The two were alone in the snipers’ bunker in late afternoon. Viktor’s custom was to prowl from sunset until noon, then rest during the day.


Zaitsev replied, ‘He wants me to start a sniper school.’


‘You?’ Viktor tossed the Red Star at Zaitsev’s chest.


Zaitsev crumpled a page into a ball and bounced it off his fellow Siberian’s forehead. ‘Batyuk says he needs heroes.’


‘I’m going to be sick.’ Viktor lifted his girth off the floor to pace and raise his arms in mock exasperation. ‘He wants heroes. What’s he got now? Sheep? Children?’


He bent to pick up the wadded news page. ‘Don’t do this to my paper. I read this. You may not think what’s in here matters,’ he said, holding up the ball, ‘but I do.’


The big man’s peevishness amused Zaitsev. He watched his friend uncrumple the paper and smooth it on the table. He looks like a giant woman doing her ironing, Zaitsev thought.


‘You’ll need my help, of course,’ Viktor said.


‘Of course. There are so many things I don’t know.’


Viktor folded the wrinkled page carefully. ‘These damn freshmen they send us are too fast, too hot. They last about a week before they get their dicks shot off.’


‘City boys,’ Zaitsev agreed. ‘Farm boys.’


He smiled at Viktor, as good a hunter as he, better in some respects. The Bear was fearless, an excellent night stalker. He was astonishingly silent on the move – even with his bulk – and patient and clever in the hunt. He could squeeze off two shots in five seconds, accurate to 350 meters. Zaitsev needed six seconds. But give me enough time to set up a shot, he thought, and I’ll nail a head shot ten out of ten at five hundred meters in the wind. Let’s see the Bear do that.


We’ll put together a unit of snipers to do exactly what Batyuk wants. We’ll train them to make every Nazi in Stalingrad afraid for his life twenty-four hours a day, on the front line or deep in their rear. The Germans will be scared to lift their heads for fear of having them blown off. We’ll be the Red Army’s assassins. We’ll be everywhere.


He took his sniper journal from his pack. He felt the booklet’s weight, sensing its contents.


I’ll be everywhere.


‘Excuse me, comrade. May I come in?’


Zaitsev opened his eyes and checked his watch: 4 a.m. A hand pushed aside the blanket hanging in the bunker doorway. A lantern appeared, followed by a dark-eyed, jowly head. On top of the head sat a fur hat dotted with a red-star medallion, the mark of a commissar.


Zaitsev arranged his senses. He stood.


‘Did I wake you?’ The commissar stepped into the bunker. He was short and thick. His greatcoat hung almost to the floor, to the tops of his shiny boots. The first shiny boots I’ve seen in a month, thought Zaitsev.


‘Come in, comrade.’


‘You are Vasily Gregorievich Zaitsev?’


The commissar did not hesitate for a response. He reached his hand out to Zaitsev. ‘I am Captain Igor Semyonovich Danilov, a reporter with Red Star. Colonel Batyuk requested I speak with you.’


Zaitsev shook the commissar’s hand. He motioned to the bare dirt floor.


Danilov sat, his back against the wall. He took a pad and pencil from his coat pocket. Zaitsev settled on his bedroll.


‘Colonel Batyuk has given us both assignments. You are to begin a new sniper movement in the 284th. I have been asked by the colonel to be your political liaison. He has told me a great deal about you, Vasily Gregorievich.’ The commissar made a note, then continued. ‘I know you are to be the leader of the new sniper school, comrade. I believe the recruiting for your school will be helped if it gets some coverage in Red Star.’


Zaitsev shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I don’t read it.’


Danilov reached out to touch Zaitsev on the back of the hand. Zaitsev recoiled slightly at the familiarity.


‘You should. There is plenty of useful information in Red Star. Tales of courage. Hints, tips, instructions, announcements. Party news. Even the theater schedule in Moscow.’


Zaitsev said nothing.


‘Vasily. You have killed more than forty Germans in ten days. You are a hero.’


Something swelled and tightened in Zaitsev’s chest. He did not know if it was a good or bad sensation. He imagined a balloon expanding. Too big and it breaks. Enough and it is light, floating.


Again Danilov did not wait. ‘You have established techniques in your own sniper activities that go beyond what the other snipers are doing. Your methods are very effective. They must be shared with the rest of the defenders. You have shown what can be done by one man and one bullet. Yours is a story that will be told. It must be told because it must be reenacted over and over throughout Stalingrad.’


The commissar looked squarely at Zaitsev. ‘I speak frankly, comrade. I don’t care if you want to be a hero or not. It’s not my concern. I do care, however, that the rest of Russia knows we are holding out here. I care also that the soldiers in the ruins and trenches believe that heroes are kneeling next to them. You understand, every Red soldier is not a superman. The least we can do is let them know they are fighting at the side of supermen.’


Zaitsev looked at Danilov’s gray grin, set in the thicket of a heavy beard line. It would be a mistake, he thought, if I interpret this chat to be a request for my cooperation. I haven’t been invited by this commissar to a banquet of choices. Yesterday I was a sniper doing my job. Today I’m what . . . a hero?


But I can do this. I can be this. This hero.


Danilov touched his pencil to his pad. He began. ‘You are from the Urals, I understand.’


Zaitsev nodded. ‘Yes. I am a hunter.’





FOUR


In 1937, while Japan and Germany rattled swords at the world, twenty-two-year-old Vasily Zaitsev enlisted in the Red Navy. Born in Siberia, he’d never seen an ocean, and the idea seemed a romantic one. He was stationed in Vladivostok, on the Pacific coast. For five years he kept accounting records and waited for Japan, only seven hundred kilometers away, to attack.


Zaitsev read reports on the German siege of Leningrad, the occupation of the Ukraine, and the battle for Moscow. He listened to Party speeches and read articles about the inconceivable Nazi plan to capture the western third of the Soviet Union. The vast territory was to become a slave colony of farms and forced labor to feed the growing Aryan empire.


Off duty, Zaitsev hunted in the forests above the naval base. Lying in the leaves and rich humus, he trained his rifle on rabbits and deer, pretending they were Nazis. He was at home in the woods. He’d spent much of his boyhood hunting in the taiga, the white-barked birch forests near his home in Ellininski in the Ural foothills of western Siberia. His grandfather Andrei was one of a long line of woodsmen. The old man, lanky and bone white, like the birch forest itself, taught Vasha about the taiga while the boy was barely old enough to chew the meat of the animals they killed. When Vasha was eight, Andrei gave him a bow. Because he had to chase the arrows he shot or else fashion new ones, he studied ways to ration his ammunition, to shoot only when certain. Vasha learned to read tracks and lie in silent ambush, keeping his breathing shallow and his concentration deep.


In the summer of 1927, Andrei took twelve-year-old Vasha to hunt a wolf that was preying on their cows. Several kilometers from home, in a copse of trees, the wolf sprang at them. Andrei whirled and killed it with the sharpened end of his walking staff. This, said Andrei, ramming the spear again into the shuddering wolf’s heart, was a lesson in courage for the boy. Never forget how easy it is to kill. Never be afraid to kill when you must. Andrei wiped a warm streak of blood across the boy’s cheek. He watched Vasha skin the wolf. Then he presented his grandson with the old rifle he carried. On his way back to the village, Vasha shot two hares and a wild goat. He was a hunter now, with his own gun and three hides he could throw on the pile at the hunters’ lodge.


Vasha often spent more time in the forest than with people. Sometimes he smeared bear fat over his body and gun to hide his scent; often his mother refused to let him in the house because of the smell. On these evenings he slept gladly with his dogs.


Grandmother Dunia taught him to read and write. Zaitsev believed it was his babushka’s breadth of spirit and broad-hipped will that held his family together. His sisters, parents, cousins, and even the dogs obeyed her smartly swung birch switch with only the occasional grumble.


Dunia was a spiritual old woman. She fought with Andrei over God, determined to keep religious holidays in her home. Though Andrei did not accept Dunia’s saints, he would not insult them, perhaps in deference to Dunia’s God or more likely the whip of her stick.


Once, Zaitsev asked his grandfather about his beliefs.


‘Grandmother says the soul leaves the body and goes to heaven after we die, Grandpapa. Is that true for animals, too?’


Andrei cuffed him on the side of the head. ‘Neither man nor beast lives twice,’ he snorted. ‘Come here.’


The old man walked Vasha to a side of venison hanging in the smokehouse. ‘This dawn, you killed that animal.’ He pointed with a hand sharp as his spear. ‘If I see you killing it again, I’ll shoot you!’


The old man motioned outside to the deerskin tacked to the side of the shed. ‘The hide is drying. The flesh is on the table, and the guts we throw to the dogs. Remember, Vasha, soul is shit. God is about fear, a way to make you afraid and obey. The man of the forest is without fear.’


The family’s interest in Vasily’s hunting exploits gradually waned. On his fourteenth birthday he returned in the morning with several wolf and lynx hides strapped to his back. He received no notice. That evening Andrei told him always to come back to the village from a good hunt before dawn or at night so that no one would see the number and quality of hides he brought home. Pride is good in a hunter, Andrei explained, but boastfulness is not. Vasily knew he was now considered an adult. He was expected to perform like a man of the taiga. Now his rewards were a glass of vodka, some peace and quiet from his sisters, perhaps even some respect, and a seat in the men’s place, the hunters’ lodge.


At sixteen Vasily was sent three hundred kilometers away to Magnitogorsk to attend technical school at Russia’s largest ore processing plant. In the workers’ settlement he finished primary school and began bookkeeping courses. Numbers came easily to him. In his free time he hunted in the hills around town.


After six years learning the trade of a clerk and another five years filing papers in the navy, the twenty-seven-year-old Sergeant Vasily Zaitsev wanted to fight Germans. The Nazis had invaded Russia. Japan would keep.


Hitler had taken the city of Rostov in a bloody July campaign to cauterize his right flank on his thrust to the Caucasus. Before the Germans could continue south, their left flank also had to be secured. In the middle of that flank stood the manufacturing center of Stalingrad on a bend of the Volga.


A fierce battle was shaping up on the steppe west of the city. Throughout the summer the Red Army lumbered out to meet the Germans to fight intense tank battles across immense fields and steep ravines. At first the Russians proved no match for the rolling blitzkrieg. They retreated east over the Don River to lick their wounds. On the land bridge between the Don and Volga rivers, the Red Army regrouped.


In the first week of September 1942, Zaitsev and two hundred other Siberian sailors in Vladivostok were mustered as marines into the 284th Rifle Division of the Sixty-second Army. They were assigned to the western front and the battle that Winston Churchill called ‘the hinge of fate.’


They were sent to Stalingrad.


The train clattered day and night, resting only in the afternoons to take on fuel and food. The villages where they stopped seemed asleep, moving at the heavy pace of age, of exhaustion. Children chased through the alleys playing army, ducks-on-the-pond, or October Revolution, but even their laughter did not enliven the pall over the tile rooftops and dull, smokeless mills. There were no young men left in the towns. They were all gone to war.


The townspeople approached the halted troop train, tears welling in their eyes, hands lifted with bread, vegetables, vodka, clothes, and photos of Stalin and Lenin. The fleshy girls handed up letters to the uniformed arms reaching from the windows; the envelopes were often addressed to ‘Brave Young Man.’


On the fifth day the train stopped in a treeless vista of quivering wheat. The sailors set up tents. They were addressed by Batyuk and ordered to spend three more days on the steppe preparing for battle while waiting for the trucks to carry them onward.


Dusk settled over the flat, featureless land; a trembling orb of orange appeared low in the western sky. Silence blew like a fog through the men. Standing beside the train and their tents, one by one, they held up hands to quiet each other and listen. In the gloaming, a barely audible boom and howl came from the flashing dome of light in the west, its source still well below the horizon. Zaitsev heard the sailors around him, and himself, breathe the word: Stalingrad.


For three days and nights the company practiced street-fighting skills. The men learned to crawl and run, to kill with bayonets and rifles, knives, shovels, and fists. Grenades with pins pulled to make them live were tossed and caught, then thrown into trenches to explode. Straw dummies were sliced or blown open, and many real noses were bloodied.


The morning of September 20, a dust plume rose out on the dirt road. A staff car came and stopped beside the train. Out stepped Division Commander Konstantinovich Zhukov. He’d ridden from Stalingrad to watch the sailors of the 284th pursue their drills.


The men threw themselves into their training, putting on their most ferocious show for the general. During a hand-to-hand exercise, one of the sailors tripped over his bell-bottom trouser legs. Zhukov slapped his thigh to stop the action.


‘Why aren’t you men in army uniforms?’ he demanded.


Lieutenant Bolshoshapov stepped forward and came to attention.


‘Commander, we are sailors and are proud to fight as sailors.’ Bolshoshapov shouted the words over Zhukov’s head.


‘Have you been issued your army uniforms, Lieutenant?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Change into them immediately. These damned things,’ Zhukov said pointing at the billowing pants legs, ‘will get you killed. Where is your navy discipline?’


Zhukov whirled to return to his staff car. Bolshoshapov called out, ‘Commander, sir. With your permission, we would like to remain in our navy shirts under our uniforms.’


Zhukov turned back and saluted Bolshoshapov.


‘On behalf of the Red Army and the Party, I gladly consent. Of course, sailor. And fight bravely in your navy shirts.’


The Siberians let out a cheer and stripped down to their skivvies and striped navy shirts. Orderlies ran to the train to fetch the drab green uniforms of the Soviet army.


That evening dozens of American Studebaker trucks arrived to ferry the division to the Volga. For two hours the men bumped down the road in the open backs of the lorries. Every soldier watched the spreading glow in the west. The distant thumps of explosions swelled in their ears while the horizon rolled to them.


The trucks stopped on the threshold of a forest, and the thousand-plus men of the 284th lined up on a path that disappeared into a thick stand of poplars. The soldiers marched two by two, burdened with rifles and packs. Zaitsev resisted the urge to look up through the leaves into the flaring sky. He focused instead on the back of the man in front of him. As he walked under the canopy of trees the sounds and lights grew muffled, as if the forest, ever his friend, were soothing him and his company, quieting the conflict for their restive ears.


Along the road, posters and slogans were nailed to the poplar trunks. If you don’t stop the enemy in Stalingrad, he will enter your home and destroy your village! one read. The enemy must be crushed and destroyed at Stalingrad! and Soldier, your country will not forget your courage!


Three kilometers into the forest, the march was stopped. Batyuk ordered the men off the path to darken their faces and hands with grease and dirt. While they handed around the greasepaint pots, a hundred wounded soldiers shuffled past on the road away from the battle.


Every one of the bandaged and bloodied soldiers held on to another; the able-legged helped others limp along, the sighted led the blind. Those who had both hands carried stretchers. It seemed the searing heat of battle had melded these men together, so they moved and bled as one giant mangled creature.


The Siberians gaped at the marching soldiers’ misery. They spotted a sailor among the wounded, still in his bell-bottoms. They beckoned him to the side of the road, where he saw the navy shirts showing at their necks beneath their Red Army tunics.


‘Comrade sailor! Come, sit down!’ they called.


The sailor, grimacing in pain, stepped off the path and was seated on a backpack. Several hands stretched out with cigarettes and matches. The weary man accepted a smoke. He asked to have it lit and held up his right arm. It was cut short, without a hand.


A flask of vodka shot from the crowd.


The sailor dragged heavily on the cigarette. He looked up into the camouflaged faces around him.


‘Na zdorovye,’ he said, and threw back a large gulp. Then he held up his truncated arm. ‘Don’t worry about this. I sold it for a very high price.’ He looked at the heads around him. ‘Where are you from?’


‘We’re Siberians. We’ve come a long way to fight.’


The man blinked. ‘So have the Germans.’


His head sank to his chest. Hands shot out to catch him as if he might collapse.


The sailor pulled himself to his feet. He turned to rejoin the shambling line of wounded. The men parted to let him through. They offered him more cigarettes.


The sailor passed Zaitsev and stopped to look into the broad Siberian face. He tapped himself on the chest with the fingers that clutched the cigarette. Glowing ashes tumbled down his torn navy shirt. He put the cigarette in the corner of his mouth and pressed his thumb against Zaitsev’s chest.


‘Do some killing.’


The Siberians emerged from the trees on the east bank of the Volga. Two kilometers away, on the far side of the river, they saw a volcanic city. Stalingrad, once home to half a million people, appeared now as if not a single person could be alive there.


The city was lit by a thousand fires. Above the limestone river cliffs, charred roofless walls stood along avenues clotted with smoking rubble. Red pillars of dust and brick erupted into the air. Buildings swayed and crumbled as if the quaking city were nothing but a jagged shell and something huge and determined below the ground was kicking its way to the surface.


Lying on the sand, staring at the firestorm across the black, oily Volga, Zaitsev thought of his babushka Dunia’s descriptions of the underworld. A gust blew warm against his cheek. It carried the heat and carbon smell of a furnace. How can men be fighting in that perdition? he wondered.


Captain Ion Lebedev, a political commissar, settled in the sand next to him.


‘Are you ready, Comrade Chief-Master Sergeant?’ he asked.


Zaitsev looked at the zampolit. The man’s black eyes flickered red. His face was split by a gap-toothed smile.


Zaitsev asked, ‘Has anyone actually said, “No, I am not ready,” Comrade Lebedev?’


‘We have two hundred men on this shore. A few need prodding to enter that.’ Lebedev jutted his nose at the blazing city.


Zaitsev held no love for the commissars. He’d been subjected to their speeches, their ‘prodding,’ for weeks. He’d listened with less than rapt attention for hours without end, it seemed – on the train, on the steppe, and now, here, in the sand on the cusp of battle. He did not need simple advice on courage, did not like feeling he wasn’t trusted to fight well and die for the Rodina. Zaitsev had been a good Komsomol member and hoped to become a member of the Communist Party. But the Germans had not invaded the Party. Their strike was at Russia. It was for the Motherland he would fight.


Many of the men feared Lebedev and the other politrooks, and with good reason. Stalin had given these political officers – all loyal idealists – the fiat to maintain the order of the Party throughout the army, from the highest general to the newest private. Their power came from Stalin’s Order No. 227, called the ‘Iron Hand Rule.’ Not only had Stalin charged the commissars with keeping the Red soldiers politically focused during battle, even during the worst of it; they were also to judge on the field of battle each man’s performance. The commissars shared responsibility with the Soviet officers for the troops’ dedication to fighting until the last vessel of blood was emptied. If a man showed himself reluctant to fight, the commissar was to support, encourage, exhort, even threaten. But if a soldier displayed cowardice or retreated without orders, the politrook was to act with an iron hand. Zaitsev, like the rest of the men, knew that, too often, the ‘iron hand’ meant a loaded pistol held to your head.


Lebedev handed a scrap of newspaper to Zaitsev.


‘This was printed in Pravda last week. I show it to you, tovarich, because the men look up to you. They will follow you.’


‘We’re Siberians, Comrade Commissar. We’ll all fight without articles from Pravda.’


Lebedev put his palm on Zaitsev’s shoulder. He shook it once gently and smiled with his gap.


‘Read. We have some time before we cross.’


The article was entitled ‘They Know at Home How You Are Fighting.’ Zaitsev squinted to read in the shifting light:


Whether your home is near or far, it doesn’t matter. At home, they will always learn how you are fighting. If you don’t write yourself, your comrades will write, or your political instructor. If the letter does not reach them, they will learn about you from the newspaper. Your mother will read the communiqué, will shake her head and say: ‘My dear boy, you should do better than this.’ You are quite wrong if you imagine that the one thing they want at home is to see you come home alive. What they want you to do is kill the Germans. They do not want any more shame and terror. If you die while stopping the Germans from advancing any farther, they will honor your memory for ever. Your heroic death will brighten and warm the lives of your children and grandchildren. If you let the Germans pass, your own mother will curse you.


Zaitsev returned the sheet to Lebedev. ‘Thank you, Comrade Commissar. It takes courage to be so direct.’


Lebedev patted Zaitsev again on the shoulder. ‘Yes, it does. I’ll see you on the other side, Comrade Chief Master Sergeant.’


Well past midnight, the Siberians lay on the beach, watching and listening to Stalingrad scream to them. A flotilla of battered fishing boats, barges, steamers, and tugs appeared. A barge dropped anchor in the shallows in front of them. Zaitsev saw the holes in the ship’s timbers. Two men forward and four aft bailed buckets of water over the gunwales as fast as they could. Supplies were loaded quickly into the barge’s hold. Wooden crates of ammo were shouldered up the plank and lowered belowdecks. Several dozen cardboard boxes were stored; from them came the friendly sound of clanging, ringing vodka bottles. Crates of canned ham from America were carried up the gangway. The Red Army soldiers jokingly called this ham the ‘second front.’ For a year Stalin had begged England and the United States to attack the Germans in the west to ease the pressure on Russia. The Allies always responded with their many reasons for being slow and considered in their actions. For the Russian foot soldier, these tins of sweet, wet, red ham from places such as Georgia and Virginia were to be the only help they would get from the States. The ham alone would have to suffice as the second front.
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