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    Series Introduction


  




  FOR MORE THAN NINETY YEARS, STACKPOLE BOOKS has been publishing the very best in military history, from ancient Rome to the modern Middle East, from foxhole to headquarters. We are proud to draw on that rich heritage—our decades of experience and expertise—in publishing this brand-new series, Battle Briefings. Intended as short overviews, these books aim to introduce readers to history’s most important battles and campaigns—and, we hope, to provide a launching pad for further exploration of the endlessly fascinating nooks and crannies of military history.
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  Waffen SS soldiers in winter gear.




  

    Introduction


  




  TODAY, ALMOST THREE-QUARTERS of a century after the guns fell silent in May 1945, the term “Eastern Front” still invokes a certain fascination among both the general public and those interested in military history. For sheer size, scope, and complexity, the Russo-German war from 22 June 1941 until 9 May 1945 has never had an equal. It also has a mystique about it, perhaps fostered by the fact that most Americans have never known anyone with a direct connection to the fighting there, coupled with the language barriers associated with the participants and the relative censorship, if not downright secrecy, concerning the Soviet side of the conflict that existed until relatively recently.




  At its height in 1942, the front lines, areas of operation and territory occupied by the Axis forces along the “Eastern Front,” were roughly equivalent in size to the eastern half of the entire United States, with sometimes even more extreme climatological and geographical factors added to the measure.1 Besides the breathtaking scope and size of the land mass, the sheer numbers of men and materiel that were involved were also enormous, with a minimum of more than 5,000,000 men under arms at the start of the fighting in 1941 to a peak of around 10,000,000 in the summer of 1944.2 The intensity of the fighting is reflected in the overall casualties: nearly 5 million military deaths among the Axis powers and a conservative estimate of more than 20 million combat and war-related deaths for the Soviets. These numbers dwarf those of the Western Allies where, for example, the United States suffered a “mere” 325,000 combat deaths in comparison. For students of military history, all types of combat were represented: high-speed mobile operations and battles of encirclement; fighting in specialized terrain such as forests, urban areas, swamps, and mountains; trench warfare and slug fests for the foot-bound and horse-supported infantry. Finally, the ideological undertones, coupled with the aforementioned intensity and brutality of the fighting, add another aspect to the conflict in the east that was largely absent in the Western Theaters of Operation. Although the efforts of the Western Allies hastened the end of the war, it was in the crucible of the Eastern Front that the war was decided and the postwar map of Europe redefined.
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  Panzer IIIs.
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  The war initially saw the pitting of the world’s best military at the time—the German Armed Forces (Wehrmacht)—against a poorly led and organized Soviet military—the Red Army. The German Army was battle tested and hardened as the result of several previously highly successful campaigns, while the Red Army was suffering a crisis in leadership and organization due to bloody purges of its leadership by Stalin. In time, however, the Wehrmacht suffered from the constant grind of operations, the inability of German industry to sustain the force, the specter of a two-front war, and a number of other debilitating factors to lose the strategic and operational initiative to a robust and adaptive Red Army, which eventually became its equal in the operational realm. While historians may disagree as to the exact time frame for each of the shifts in strategic dominance, the Soviet model for judging the “Great Patriotic War”3 works well:




  •Phase 1—German strategic dominance: From the start of operations in the East (22 June 1941) to the end of German offensive actions in the effort to take Stalingrad (18 November 1942)




  •Phase 2—Transitional period for strategic dominance: From the start of the Soviet counteroffensive at Stalingrad (19 November 1942) to the breaching of German defenses along the Dniepr and the subsequent advances into Belorussia and the Ukraine (roughly December 1943)




  •Phase 3—Soviet strategic dominance: From December 1943 until the defeat of Germany in May 1945.4
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  PHASE 1 GERMAN DOMINANCE





  Feeling confident in the abilities of his armed forces after a string of unprecedented victories, Hitler formally announced his intent to invade the Soviet Union in December 1940 with a planning date of May 1941 for the start of Operation Barbarossa, the code name for the offensive. In doing so, he violated his own principles in not allowing Germany to be involved in a two-front war. Nevertheless, he sensed weakness on the part of the Western Allies and perceived no immediate threat emanating from there. He also felt that the Soviet Union would topple like a house of cards and he could take a calculated risk, even though the two socialist powers had signed a non-aggression treaty, which had been scrupulously upheld by the Soviets. For Hitler, it was intended to be a campaign that would cause the world to “hold its breath.”




  After a delay at least partially caused by the fighting in the Balkans,5 the attack order was given for 22 June 1941. Massed along the Soviet-occupied Polish zone and the frontiers of the Soviet Union was the largest concentration of forces the world had ever seen, including virtually all of the armored formations of the German Army and the SS-Verfügungstruppe.6 In round numbers, the German forces totaled approximately 3,050,000 men in 207 infantry divisions, of which 13 were motorized, and three brigades. In addition, there were 3,350 armored fighting vehicles of all types, mostly concentrated in the 17 armored (Panzer) divisions. The German Air Force (Luftwaffe) supported the ground operations with approximately 4,000 aircraft, to include liaison and transport assets, but only 3,000 of its aircraft were reported as being operational. The ground forces were assigned to three field-army groups, North, Center, and South, which had general geographic objectives of Leningrad, Moscow, and the fertile farmlands of the Ukraine.




  

    

      	

        Events before Barbarossa


      

    




    

      	

        May–Sept 1939


      



      	

        Soviet Union fights Japan at Khalkhyn Gol


      

    




    

      	Aug 23, 1939



      	Nazi–Soviet Pact signed

    




    

      	Sept 1, 1939



      	Germany invades Poland

    




    

      	Sept 17, 1939



      	Soviet Union invades Poland

    




    

      	Oct 1939



      	Germans establish first Jewish ghetto in Poland

    




    

      	Nov 30, 1939



      	Soviet Union invades Finland (Winter War)

    




    

      	April 9, 1940



      	Germany invades Norway, Denmark

    




    

      	April–May 1940



      	Soviets execute more than 20,000 Poles in Katyn Massacre

    




    

      	May 10, 1940



      	Germany invades France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg

    




    

      	June 1940



      	Soviet Union invades Lithuania, Estonia, Latvia

    




    

      	July 10, 1940



      	Germany begins Battle of Britain

    




    

      	Sept 27, 1940



      	Tripartite Pact signed by Germany, Italy, Japan

    




    

      	April 6, 1941



      	Germany invades Yugoslavia, Greece

    




    

      	April 13, 1941



      	Soviet–Japanese Neutrality Pact signed

    




    

      	

        June 22, 1941


      



      	

        Germany invades Soviet Union


      

    


  




  Facing the Germans and their allies were 3,000,000 Soviet troops in the front line with another 1,000,000 in reserve. In terms of armor, the Germans faced some 22,500 tanks and almost 5,000 armored cars, more than twice armor strategist and tactician General Heinz Guderians’s prewar estimate of 10,000, which was considered a substantial exaggeration at the time. Impressive though these figures were, only 970 of the vehicles were the revolutionary T-34 medium tank, armed with a 76.2mm main gun, which far out-classed anything the Germans then fielded.7
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  German infantry on the march.




  The war against the Soviet Union will be such that it cannot be conducted in a knightly fashion. The struggle is one of ideologies and racial differences and will have to be conducted with unprecedented, unmerciful, and unrelenting harshness.”




  ➣ Hitler, March 1941
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  German soldiers pose with a Soviet flag.




  The idea was to conduct a war of maneuver along the entire front, with the focal point (Schwerpunkt) of the offensive in the center under the overall command of Army Group Center (Heeresgruppe Mitte). Germany’s forces were able to make significant gains from the onset of the offensive, partly due to the ill-advised forward positioning of the majority of the Red Army’s combat forces, a move that has caused some historians to question whether Stalin was planning his own attack against Germany and her allies.8 Regardless, that disposition of forces, coupled with the virtually complete surprise that was achieved when the attack was launched, the destruction of much of the Red Air Force’s tactical fleet on the ground, and the slow and inept response starting with the commanders in the field and moving up the chain-of-command, led to unprecedented ground gains and a relatively quick breaching of the frontier defenses and then the Stalin Line.




  Unlike the French campaign, where there was a clear strategic objective to drive to the Channel and isolate the French and British armies in Belgium, the field army groups were sent in three directions with the overall strategic goal being contentious, with one camp arguing for the elimination of the Soviet forces in the field and the other camp arguing for decapitating the leadership centers of the Soviet Union, primarily Leningrad and Moscow. As a result of the main effort eventually being focused on destroying the Red Army, particularly since the drive in the south was being slowed considerably by stubborn Soviet resistance, the drive on Moscow was delayed by more than a month.
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