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FOREWORD
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In May 1942, German Führer Adolf Hitler authorized the awarding of the Eastern Front Medal to all German combatants and foreign volunteers who served and fought in Russia between November 15, 1941, and April 15, 1942—the first winter. The inherent irony in this is that the medal was never meant to exist. That it did meant Hitler, and Germany as a whole, had to accept a harsh new reality. Josef Stalin’s Bolshevik Russia had not, as Hitler predicted—and promised—come crashing to the ground when Germany launched Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of Russia, on June 22, 1941. If anything, the resilience of the Red Army presaged that many more winters of combat lay ahead.

Made of zinc and hung by a rayon ribbon of red, black, and white, the Eastern Front Medal is plain and far from rare: over 3,000,000 were awarded during the course of the war. Printed with the simple phrase Winterschlacht Im Osten 1941/1942 (“Winter Battle in the East”), the medal quickly received a nickname born from the gallow’s humor of those who survived the frigid horrors of that first winter—Gefrierfleischorden, the “Frozen Meat Medal.”

The German soldiers who fought in Russia in that first winter little expected the hardships they were to endure. The decisive land battles of 1939 and 1940, while not without cost, had gone so well and so quickly that they had every reason to believe in their Führer’s supreme confidence as they prepared to follow in Napoleon’s footsteps and march to Moscow. Blitzkrieg, both in myth and reality, had lived up to and even surpassed its reputation. Bolshevik Russia would surely succumb as had the others, from Poland to France. The immense size and tenacity of the Red Army, the vast distances to be covered, and especially the weather would quickly put that confidence to the test.

After rapid and startling success in the opening months of Operation Barbarossa that saw the Wehrmacht gallop ever eastward, the invasion faltered. Russian resistance increased, coupled with a stream of reinforcements not anticipated by the Wehrmacht. German forces—many now more than 1,000 kilometers from their starting points—and their supplies were exhausted, and badly in need of rest, repairs, and reinforcements. Grinding the advance down even further was the beginning of the autumn rains, which turned the dirt roads into valleys of mud.

And then the ground froze, and it began to snow. With the spires of the Kremlin in Moscow visible in the distance, by December 5 the Wehrmacht had nonetheless managed to march to within ten kilometers of the Russian capital. With the chance to lop off the head of the Bolshevik beast in the Germans’ sight, Stalin launched his counteroffensive, halting further advancement by the Germans. Reluctantly accepting that his forces could go no farther and fearing a repeat of Napoleon’s disastrous retreat from Moscow, Hitler issued a directive to go on the defensive. Lacking enough food, ammunition, supplies, and winter clothing, the Wehrmacht would now have to stand and fight both a rejuvenated Red Army and a bitter winter in order to survive until the spring.

Michael Olive and Robert Edwards join forces once more to give the reader a detailed view of the harrowing ordeal of that first, brutal winter on the Eastern Front. Using hundreds of photographs, many never before published, they illustrate the brutal conditions and the men and weapons that fought in them.

Chris Evans
Editor
Stackpole Books


INTRODUCTION

The invasion of the Soviet Union by German forces on 22 June 1941 appeared to be an unprecedented success. The attack completely surprised the Soviets, and the front of 3,200 kilometers was ripped wide open. The Soviet forces on the border were badly deployed defensively and, except in a few instances, quickly overrun. The Germans advanced rapidly, forming massive pockets of trapped Soviet forces at Bialystock, Minsk, and Smolensk, taking literally millions of prisoners.

Initially, it seemed as if the campaign would be concluded swiftly, but the resilience of the Soviets and the effect of the vast distances on the transport of reinforcements and essential supplies—as well as the wear and tear on vehicles—were critically underestimated. The Soviet transport system was extremely primitive, with few paved roads, only one major highway from Minsk to Moscow, and a relatively sparse rail network that was of a different gauge than that of the German railways and had to be converted.

Although the Germans had won significant victories, they were still suffering casualties at an increasing rate, and replacements did not equal losses. Against the advice of his panzer group commanders, who pressed for an immediate assault on Moscow in July, Hitler diverted Guderian’s Panzergruppe 2 to assist Rundstedt’s Army Group South in securing the Ukraine and the Crimea. Not only was Moscow a politically prestigious target, but it was a vital transport and communications hub. Another huge pocket was created at Kiev and Marshal Budenny’s Southwest Group all but totally destroyed—but still the Soviet forces stubbornly fought on. The drive on Moscow was inexplicably, and ultimately fatally, delayed for nearly two months as the German High Command appeared to be unable to make a firm decision about their next objective.

Finally, on 6 September 1941, Führer Directive 35 was issued regarding the continuation of the war on the Eastern Front. The main objective was the elimination of the so-called “Timoshenko Army Group” operating on the Central Front. This army group was to be destroyed before the onset of winter conditions as a prerequisite for the advance on Moscow

In order to accomplish this task, all the available forces of the Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe that could be spared from the flanks were to be concentrated in the Army Group Center sector. The operation was given the cover name Taifun (“Typhoon”), and the attack was to begin at the earliest possible moment and was therefore planned for the end of September.

The attack was to be led by Panzergruppe 2 (renamed 2nd Panzer Army on 6 October), commanded by Germany’s most dynamic tank general, Heinz Guderian. The German offensive commenced on 30 September, spearheaded by 48th Panzer Corps, 24th Panzer Corps, and 47th Panzer Corps advancing toward Orel and Bryansk. The Soviet command was taken completely by surprise. By 1 October, the Soviet front line was shattered, and by 4 October, the 4th Panzer Division was at Orel, an important road and rail center. One hundred thousand gallons of fuel were supplied by air to keep the advance moving at top speed. The Soviet air force was very active, continuously bombing and strafing the advancing German columns.

On 6 October, the 4th Panzer Division was attacked by considerable numbers of T-34s and it was apparent that this tank was vastly superior to those of the Germans. It was faster, more maneuverable, more heavily armored, and equipped with a deadly, high-velocity 76.2mm main gun. It was only through superior tactics and cooperation with artillery, Flak, and Luftwaffe units that the panzer divisions could continue to advance. In an ominous portent of things to come, the first snow of winter fell, and the roads deteriorated markedly.

In the Vyazma area, the 4th and 9th Armies encircled some forty-five Soviet divisions and brigades. The 18th Panzer Division, in conjunction with the 43rd Army Corps of the 2nd Army, encircled three Soviet armies north of Bryansk. In these double-encirclement battles, Army Group Center claimed 673,000 prisoners, 3,500 guns, and 1,200 guns destroyed or captured. Eight Soviet armies comprising seventyfive infantry and cavalry divisions and thirteen armored divisions/brigades had been destroyed. However, on 9 October, considerable Soviet forces broke out of encirclement at Sisemka.

The stubborn defense of these pockets seriously delayed the German offensive toward Moscow. Although the encircled forces surrendered on 17 October, counterattacks from the northeast continued, and it was not until 25 October that the battles around Bryansk were considered to be over. Distinguished Soviet Marshal Georgi Zhukov acknowledged that the Germans failed to seize the capital in part because of the bravery and self-sacrifice of the troops surrounded at Vyazma.1

On 12 October, OKH2 issued a directive for the encirclement of Moscow by the 2nd Panzer Army from the south and the 4th Army with Panzergruppe 4 from the west and north. By now, the roads were a quagmire, severely hampering operations. The supply vehicles were suited to Western European conditions and could barely move on the primitive Russian dirt roads. The supply lines were long and ever more tenuous due to increased partisan activity, with supply trains being attacked and rail lines sabotaged. As a result, adequate supplies could not be brought up to the advancing troops. Astonishingly, no planning had been made for winter warfare. Heavy-weight winter lubricants were not available, and both vehicles and weapons increasingly ceased to function. In many instances, fires had to be lit under truck and armored vehicle engines to thaw the almost frozen oil. Even more seriously, the frontline troops lacked adequate winter clothing, and the first instances of frostbite were being reported.

On 29 October, OKH ordered the drive on Moscow to begin as soon as weather conditions permitted—with the muddy roads frozen and therefore more passable. The 2nd Panzer Army was tasked with capturing Gorki, which was 640 kilometers east of Moscow, so as to isolate the Russian capital from its rearward communications. Given the weather, the condition of the troops, and the numerous vehicle breakdowns, this was an impossible task. These orders were an indication that both OKH and OKW3 were far removed from the realities of what was actually happening at the front. The panzer divisions were now at around 35 percent of their authorized strength.

A report on 17 November indicated that fresh troops were arriving on the battlefield, with Siberian troops being identified in the Vslovia sector. General Georgi Zhukov, who had been responsible for the successful defense of Leningrad, was summoned to Supreme Soviet Headquarters on 1 November to assume responsibility for the command of the Western Front and the defense of Moscow. General Zhukov was experienced, an exceptional planner and strategist—and absolutely ruthless in achieving his military aims. Zhukov correctly identified the main axis of the German advance and deployed his troops accordingly. Barely trained reinforcements were being rushed to the front along with veteran troops from the East. Of the thirty-four fresh divisions that arrived on the Western Front, twenty-one were committed against Army Group Center. Numerous “Workers Brigades” were being formed in Moscow to defend the city, and the civilian population was mobilized on a massive scale to construct extensive defensive belts around the city.

The German offensive ground on in appalling conditions, with barely adequate supplies, particularly fuel, getting to the troops. There was no question of making sweeping envelopments as had been the case in the earlier encirclement battles; costly frontal attacks were the only option. The 14th Panzer Corps of the 2nd Panzer Army, reinforced with Infantry Regiment Grossdeutschland, advanced on Tula, a communications center and airfield essential for the continued advance on Moscow, but the city could not be taken. The Soviet troops were no longer surrendering en masse but fighting to the last man.

The eastern flank of the 2nd Panzer Army was now badly exposed. Guderian advised the commander of Army Group Center, Field Marshal Bock, that the offensive could not be continued, but with no result. By 30 November, total German casualties on the Eastern Front since the beginning of the campaign reached a staggering total of 743,000, which was 23 percent of the average troop strength of three and a half million men. Of the twenty-six goods trains that were required daily to deliver even the minimum supply requirements, only eight to ten were eventually getting through.

In the north, the offensive toward Leningrad had bogged down, and Army Group North had failed to link up with Finnish forces to complete the encirclement of the city. Army Group South had captured the important city of Rostov on 21 November. However, Soviet forces counterattacked on 28 November, and on 30 November, Rostov was evacuated by Army Group South. Field Marshal Rundstedt was relieved of his command for ordering a retreat, a harbinger of things to come. It was only in the center of the front that any progress was being made, albeit slowly and at a high cost.

Bock reported to OKH on 1 December that “In heavy fighting the attack will probably result in limited territorial gains, and enemy forces will certainly be destroyed, but any strategic results are very unlikely.”4 He requested that the attack be broken off and a defensible line occupied. By now, relations between Hitler and the High Command were at a low ebb. Hitler was convinced of his own strategic abilities and increasingly distrusted the members of his General Staff.

Despite his considerable misgivings, Guderian launched his attack to encircle Moscow on 2 December with the 24th Panzer Corps. Initially, the attack was successful, but by 6 December, it had stalled with units of Reinhardt’s 3rd Army within twenty miles of the Kremlin.

With the troops exhausted and suffering severely from the coldest winter in years, temperatures of -30 Centigrade (-22F) were recorded in December, the Germans no longer had the resources to continue the advance. A phased withdrawal to a prepared position—the Susha-Oka position—that had been partially fortified in October was the only sensible course of action.

The canny Zhukov held his nerve, and when the German advance ground to a halt, his Western Front and the Kalinin Front under General Koniev commenced offensive operations with masses of well-equipped troops and tanks. The main focus was against 2nd Panzer Army near Venez, Panzer Group 3 on the Moscow Canal, and the right wing of the 9th Army near Kalinin.

Due to the weather and road conditions, the German units could not retreat for more than a few kilometers at a time without losing considerable quantities of equipment, in particular artillery and vehicles. The retreating columns were continually attacked from the flanks, and the rearguards faced unceasing pressure. Panzergruppe 3 and 4 were continually in danger of being encircled. There were no longer any reserves available to shore up the front. Initially, Hitler refused to approve any withdrawals regardless of the circumstances. After days of seemingly fruitless arguing, the army group was finally given some freedom of action, and it immediately ordered that a line Kursk–Orel–Medyn–Rzhev was to be prepared as a winter position to fall back on. On 10 December, it was announced that a number of divisions were to be transferred from the West, but due to the chaotic rail situation, these units would not arrive for several weeks.
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