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  To the seventy-five million people who died as a result of World War II




  











  
AUTHOR’S NOTE







   All the sinners of my people shall die by the sword




  —Amos 9:10







  Those of us who study World War II and, in particular, the Eastern Front, are quite familiar with the events and progress of the war. The last year of the war specifically is the most interesting for me. For the Germans, it was also the most chaotic period of the Russo-German conflict. It was a time when things began to really fall apart for the Reich. By June 1944, it was clear that Germany was going to lose the war. Any sane leader who found himself in the same situation as Germany in the summer of 1944 would have sued for peace while the Allies were still outside German territory. This was the sentiment of those German civilians and officers who attempted to assassinate Adolf Hitler on 20 July 1944. If the attempt had proven successful, the end of World War II would have been dramatically different. It’s not because the Allies would have offered anything better than unconditional surrender but instead that millions of people who needn’t have died could have been spared. For Hitler, of course, lives, even German lives, didn’t matter. Before he took his own life on 30 April 1945, Adolf Hitler commented that if Germany lost the war, then the German people had proven unworthy and were not fit to live. That was the measure of the man.




  That statement alone describes Hitler’s indifference to human suffering and shows him to be a person who had narcissistic, megalomaniacal, and psychopathic traits. No one, except the most fanatical follower, wants to be the last person to die for a lost cause. Death in such a situation has no meaning or worth. Yet, that is exactly what happened during that last year of the war to millions of Germans. They died for nothing. Between 6 June 1944 and 8 May 1945, the Germans suffered close to 1,800,000 casualties on the Eastern Front. On the Western Front, the figure for German losses for the same time period was around 1,300,000. That is just over three million men who could have avoided being killed, wounded, or taken prisoner if the war had ended in the summer of 1944. This amount does not even take into account German civilian losses and Allied losses for the same period. During my research for this book, I have discovered that the months between June and August 1944 proved especially disastrous for the German Ostheer (Eastern Army). The downfall of German resistance in the East began in earnest with Operation Bagration, the Soviet offensive launched against Army Group Center in the summer of 1944. It was then that the Ostheer began to unravel.




  The last year of the war in the East proved to be a catastrophe for Germany and the Third Reich. The German soldier fought on because Hitler willed it. The end of the Ostheer came when it fought its last battle in April 1945, along the Oder River, defending the German capital. By then only a skeleton of veterans had survived the almost three-and-a-half-year struggle that was the Russo-German War. The rest of the army was now composed of rear-area echelon forces, including sailors and airmen pressed into infantry service, elderly Volkssturm, or children from the Hitler Jugend. What had been a war of conquest, when Germany invaded the USSR in 1941, had long since turned into a war for the very survival of Germany and her people. When the Red Army entered German territory, its men exacted revenge on the German civilian population for the many horrors which the Third Reich had perpetrated in the USSR. It appears that by early 1945 the war in the East had finally come full circle. The Germans were now the recipients of what they had been dishing out for years. This work covers the story of that last year of the Russo-German War, and the unraveling of the once-mighty Ostheer, as it began to fall apart from repeated Soviet blows. It is also a description of the final death throes of the Third Reich during the last year of the war.




  Antonio J. Muñoz




  5 November 2024











  
PREFACE





  This work is the culmination of about five years of research on the last year of the Russo-German War. I believe that this study is important because the last year of the war in the East is the least-known and the least understood period of World War II. It is a time when German military records begin to get scarce for various reasons. It is a time when conflicting records also begin to appear because of the military unraveling of the Ostheer and the chaos caused by military collapse. All of this worked to muddy the waters of historical truth, leaving us with the fog of chaos and doubt about the last year of the war in the East. This fact alone is sufficient cause, I believe, further study needs to be done in order to better understand the chaotic period of history that was the last year the Russo-German War.




  My research spanned two continents and four different archives. These included the U.S. National Archives in College Park, Maryland, the Bundesarchiv Militärarchiv in Frieberg, the Bundesarchiv in Koblenz, and the Bundesarchiv in Berlin. The Bundesarchiv Militärarchiv, as the name implies, holds all of the military records that are stored from previous German wars, like operational records, personnel files, and actual military documents. It is in the city of Frieberg, in the Black Forest region of southwestern Germany. The city of Koblenz is located in the Rhineland-Palatinate state. It lies at the confluence of two major rivers: the Rhine and the Moselle. The Bundesarchiv in Koblenz is where one would find the vast collection of German photographs, film, sound recording, posters, etc. on the history of Germany. These materials cover a wide range of historical periods, including the Weimar Republic, Nazi Germany, the German Democratic Republic (GDR), and postwar Germany.




  The Bundesarchiv in Berlin is what used to be the US-run ‘Berlin Document Center’ (BDC). The BDC was originally established by the Allies after World War II to house documents related to Nazi Germany and its officials, including Nazi Party personnel files and SS files. Since 1994 it has been administered by the German government. However, it is still located in the same building in Lichterfelde, an area that is part of the Steglitz-Zehlendorf district of the city. A secondary building is located in the Köpenick district of Berlin, but the principal storage place for documents is the one located in Lichterfelde. The Bundesarchiv building in Lichterfelde and most of its surrounding city block was actually the site where Adolf Hitler’s bodyguard regiment, the SS Leibstandarte ‘Adolf Hitler,’ was billeted during the Third Reich era.




  It is from these various archives that I drew my information while preparing this book. For those researchers who are unable to travel because of any physical and/or financial reason, there is a vast array of microfilm that you can purchase from the U.S. National Archives online. You will find detailed guides to these microfilms rolls also provided online by the National Archives, so that the historian/researcher can easily target specific rolls based on the topic in question. For many years now, the Bundesarchiv has been making an effort to upload documents online, dealing with the two world wars. These can now actually be accessed and downloaded for free online. In addition, no longer does one need to actually travel to Koblenz to select pictures from the Bundesarchiv. A researcher can now choose photographs online from the vast German collection, select the pictures, and purchase the rights to use them—all without having to leave the comfort of your home.




  The study that I have compiled in the last five years is a concise, yet surprisingly detailed, history of the last year of the war on the Eastern Front. I have written a book that expresses the hardships and difficulties of the last year of the war for the Ostheer (Hitler’s Eastern Army). I have employed over sixty-six battle maps—many actual German Kriegsgliederung maps from the war—to present as accurate a description as I could, of the battles and campaigns that took place along the entire breadth of the Eastern Front during that final, agonizing year. I have covered the period beginning in the spring/summer of 1944, all the way to the fall of Berlin and the end of the war on 8 May 1945. The story of the difficult German withdrawal from Russia and the Russian military’s advance into Europe is told from the perspective of the leaders themselves. I believe that I have been able to convey to the reader the difficulty, the agony, and the desperation of this, the last year of the war in the East.




  The story begins with chapter 1 describing the Soviet 1944 summer offensive, Operation Bagration. Chapter 2 recounts the Lviv-Stanislav-Sandomierz offensive, while chapter 3 tells of the German withdrawal from Leningrad and the capture of the Baltic States by the Red Army in the late summer and fall of 1944. Chapter 4 is dedicated to the war in Finland and the German withdrawal from Lapland. Chapter 5 covers the invasion of the Balkans through Romania by the Red Army and its implications. Chapter 6 covers operations of the Red Army in the Balkans. Chapter 7 deals with the Red Army advance into central Europe. Chapter 8 details the Red Army advance and capture of Budapest and Vienna.




  Chapter 9 does the same for Soviet operations which eventually liberated Bratislava and Prague. Chapter 10 tells the story of Army Group Courland and the six major offensives the Soviets launched against it. Chapter 11 is about the so-called ‘festungen’ (‘fortresses’) which Hitler declared, for cities that became surrounded. I describe the numerous sieges during that last year of the war in places like Budapest, Posen (Poznan), Memel, Königsberg, Danzig, Breslau, and others. Chapter 12 is titled ‘Berlin: The Race to the Capital’ and describes the January 1945 Red Army offensive which led Soviet forces into East Prussia, Pomerania, and Silesia, as well as the advance to the Oder River—the last natural barrier separating the Red Army from its final goal: Berlin. Finally, chapter 13 is titled ‘Berlin: The Last Battle’ and describes the battle for Berlin itself and the end of the war.




  Throughout the narration, I believe that I have been able to give the reader a good description of the local military situation facing the German and Russian command. I have also tried to describe the grand strategic implications of German and Russian military doctrine during this last year of the war. I believe that I have been able to explain the final military decisions made by the Germans, such as Hitler’s ‘Stand Fast’ order, his decision to not evacuate Army Group North from Courland, Latvia, the decision to launch the Lake Balaton counteroffensive in Hungary in March 1945, and many others. The book is designed so even the most knowledgeable historian or military enthusiast of World War II or of the Eastern Front will find new perspectives and insights into this, the last year of the conflict between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. For the reader who has no knowledge whatsoever of the war in the East, the book is written in a way that he/she can digest and (this is very important) can understand. The course of the last year of the war in the East is easily presented in encapsulated chapters. The evidence presented throughout the study also supports the hypothesis that the Ostheer began to unravel as an effective fighting force beginning in the summer of 1944.




  











  Chapter 1




  BREAKTHROUGH: OPERATION BAGRATION




  THE PREPARATIONS




  Lieutenant Popov believed that he had done his job well. His men had worked for weeks in the heat of one of the hottest Belarusian summers on record. During the weeks of labor, several of his men had actually fainted from heatstroke, but the job had been completed on time. As he walked toward the tent where Captain Mikhaylov, his company commander was located, he went over in his mind what he needed to report. Mikhaylov’s First Company belonged to the 415th Sapper Battalion. This engineer battalion was a part of the 246th Rifle Division, which was currently under 18th Rifle Corps, 65th Army. The date was 21 June 1944, and the time was a little after five in the afternoon. Upon entering the tent, the platoon commander snapped at attention and said: “Lieutenant Popov, commander of second platoon, reporting as ordered, comrade commander.”




  “Good Popov,” replied Captain Mikhaylov in a relaxed and familiar manner, “tell me, have you finished building the roads through the forest?”




  “Yes, comrade commander,” was Popov’s quick reply. Then he added, “My men, together with Lieutenant Volkov’s platoon have built eight corduroy roads.”




  The corduroy roads were one of the surprises that the Red Army had in store for the Germans. Employing thousands of logs, these temporary roads could hold the weight of most Soviet armored vehicles. They had been employed by both the Germans and Russians, primarily in swampy or marshy regions of the battlefront. Now they would facilitate the employment of armored forces crossing the marshy, forested region around Bobruisk. Once the offensive began, the Russian tanks would appear from a seemingly impossible location, disconcerting the Germans and causing panic. Popov’s division was one of several earmarked for the breakthrough effort near Bobruisk, where the enemy 18. Panzergrenadier-Division had been identified as the main reserve for Hitler’s 4. Armee. His men had been working diligently to prepare numerous corduroy roads that would allow the 91st and 121st Tank Brigades quick passage through the thick, swampy woods just south and west of Bobruisk. A screen of engineers and riflemen had kept the krauts at a distance, in order to prevent the discovery of the roads.




  Locally, the plan for the projected attack on 22 June 1944 was to employ an immense artillery and air barrage, followed by a massed attack of armor and infantry just south of Bobruisk, and to link up with our forces attacking from the east. The two pincers would surround the town and thus encircle a substantial German force. In this way, the right wing of 4. Armee would be overwhelmed and the German front pierced. In addition, the engineers of the 415th Sapper Battalion would build several pontoon bridges across the Berezina River, to allow the infantry to cross before the Germans had time to mount a defense behind it. The pontoon bridging equipment had only just arrived, but the men had begun allocating them at the designated crossing points along the Berezina River.




  General Konstantin Rokossovsky, the commander of the 1st Belarusian Front, was intent on destroying the left and the right flank of Heeresgruppe Mitte (Army Group Center). He believed that the right and left flanks of the German line needed to be pierced if the Red Army was to achieve the complete annihilation of the entire army group. He had argued with Joseph Stalin during the planning phase for Operation Bagration that there should be two breakthroughs in the German lines. Stalin, however, contended that two breakthroughs were unnecessary, and there should only be a single attack vector. Three times Stalin had chided Rokossovsky, and three times the commander of the 1st Belarusian Front had the nerve to stand up to the Soviet dictator. After the third time Rokossovsky insisted on a two-pronged assault, Stalin stopped his conversation and walked up to the field marshal, placing his right hand on the epaulet of Rokossovsky’s left shoulder. To everyone’s surprise, instead of ripping off his marshal’s epaulet, Stalin simply said: “Rokossovsky, your confidence speaks for your sound judgement.” The veteran commander of the battles for Smolensk, Moscow, Stalingrad, and Kursk had won the argument.




  All along the Belarusian countryside, Red Army officers like Marshal Rokossovsky and Lieutenant Popov had been hard at work preparing for the offensive. While the commanders were formulating the attack on military maps, the lower ranks were laying out hundreds of miles of telephone cable, establishing ammunition dumps immediately behind the front lines, reinforcing existing bridges to allow tanks passage, doing daily photographic air reconnaissance missions over the region, sighting artillery guns to known German positions, performing long-range ground reconnaissance, and coordinating with partisan forces. Once the offensive began, the Belarusian partisans were to destroy the enemy rail line at hundreds of places in order to prevent the arrival of German reinforcements and to also prevent the rapid withdrawal of Heeresgruppe Mitte. The planned day of attack was 22 June 1944. Joseph Stalin had selected the date as a way to mock the German invasion of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941.




  Now, three years later, the Red Army was poised to capture the rest of the German-controlled territory that belonged to the USSR. These preparations however, had not gone unnoticed by Fremde Heere Ost (Foreign Armies East)—the military intelligence organization of the Oberkommando des Heeres (OKH), or (German) Army High Command. Fremde Heere Ost was headed by General Reinhard Gehlen. In Gehlen’s headquarters, reports kept being received regarding the arrival of more divisions immediately behind the Red Army lines facing Army Group Center. There was also above-normal activity just behind the Soviet frontline positions, although some of that was defensive in nature. German air reconnaissance had spotted dozens of newly created Russian military depots close to the front lines. Many captured Russian prisoners were pointing to a coming offensive, although no one knew when.




  It didn’t take a military genius to come to the conclusion that something was afoot. All of this activity indicated that the Red Army was planning a major offensive. The problem that Gehlen had was that he did not yet know where the main thrust of this future Soviet offensive would land and with what purpose. Gehlen had not contemplated that the Red Army was now aiming to punch two major holes in the German defense lines, with the ambitious intent of eventually surrounding the entire army group. Another issue facing the Ostheer, which Gehlen and many other officers fretted about, was the total lack of available reinforcements.1 Gehlen kept insisting that in order to block the coming Red Army offensive, the OKW—the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (Armed Forces High Command)—needed to send a sizable force to act as a strategic reserve in the East.2




  That possibility, however, was negated when the western Allies landed 160,000 men in Normandy in early June 1944. Now almost every available formation that wasn’t committed was being diverted to France. Elsewhere, the Italian campaign and the war in Yugoslavia and Greece was drawing additional German forces. By the summer of 1944, the Germans had nearly half a million men chasing Tito and his Yugoslav partisan army. In Greece, a combined Italian and German army group had likewise been tied down in occupation duty and anti-partisan operations. Poland was restive, and it seemed that the Polish guerrillas were becoming more active, thus drawing further German troops. Europe, in general, began to smolder and burn. As a result, German occupation forces all across Europe, including Scandinavia, were stretched to their limit. The Wehrmacht in the summer of 1944 found itself in an impossible situation.3 This was particularly true of the Ostheer. The Ostheer even had been forced to recruit non-German volunteers from all over the USSR in order to fill in the empty ranks left behind by those Germans who had been killed or wounded in almost three years of bloody warfare. By 1944 on the Eastern Front, one out of every five men wearing the uniform of the Feldheer (field army) was an eastern volunteer.




  Many high-ranking officers within the German military had known, as early as January 1942, that Hitler’s declaration of war against the United States on 11 December 1941 was a grand-strategic mistake which would have monumental political and military consequences. As 1941 turned into 1942, the German nation, which then contained only eighty million people, was now basically fighting the entire world. It was madness. Two and a half years later, the military and political consequences of that ill-advised decision made by the German dictator were coming home to roost. In the summer of 1944, the Third Reich was being crushed by a military vise that was slowly snuffing the life out of Nazi Germany. While it is true that the Russians defeated the Germans employing basically their own tanks, built in Russian factories, the Red Army infantry, which was about to ground Army Group Center into the ground and cause 400,000 casualties (from 22 June and 19 August 1944), would do so with the aid of half a million Ford trucks. Russian troops would enter eastern and central Europe riding in American-built lorries. The American and British lend-lease program was having its effect. The industrial might of both the United States and the Soviet Union had long overshadowed Germany’s war production.




  Beginning in 1943, the Allies began to pound German factories and other facilities vital to the war effort from the air. By the middle of 1944, many of these German factories had been turned into rubble or forced into underground facilities. And still, the German arms industry persisted as best it could. And further still, Hitler chose to ignore the fact that Nazi Germany was now being progressively ground down, in what all but the most fanatical or ignorant knew was a losing struggle. Millions of Germans at home and on the front lines continued to suffer and reap the whirlwind for Hitler’s crimes.4 Another long and agonizing year remained for the German nation to experience and suffer through before Hitler’s war would come to an end.




  For the 1944 summer offensive against Army Group Center, the STAVKA, the Soviet Supreme High Command, planned to employ a total of three fronts (1st, 2nd, and 3rd Belarusian Front), plus parts of one (1st Baltic Front).5 These four fronts included a total of nineteen Russian armies comprising 5,818 tanks and assault guns, 32,718 artillery pieces, Katyusha rockets, and mortars. The Red Air Force would employ almost 8,000 aircraft. The Luftwaffe presence over Army Group Center was overwhelmed in the first two days of the assault. Facing this huge Russian ground force were about 486,000 German troops that formed Heeresgruppe Mitte.




  Army Group Center had perhaps 700 armored vehicles, but that figure included tanks, assault guns, and armored halftracks. The real tank and assault gun strength was somewhere around 450 to 500. The Red Army had close to 6,000 tanks and assault guns for Operation Bagration. This means that when the battle began on 22 June 1944, for every German panzer, there were twelve Red Army tanks and assault guns. Statistically speaking, it was unlikely that even the most accomplished German tank commander could destroy twelve Russian armored vehicles without his tank getting destroyed in the process as well. Even if we factor in the destruction of Russian tanks by infantry, anti-tank, and Stuka and indirect fire, the ratio only goes down to ten to one. Thus, from the start of the offensive, the odds of surviving the battle for German tank crews was extremely low.




  The fact is that during the battle the Russians would come to overwhelm the German defenders in an operational war of maneuver that even the gifted tank expert, Colonel-General Heinz Guderian, would come to praise. Three years to the day when the Nazi blitzkrieg had crossed the Soviet border and conquered most of European Russia, the Soviets were now about to give the Germans a large gulping taste of their own medicine. To millions of Russians who had suffered terribly during the war, payback was certainly a form of consolation. It could not replace their destroyed homes or loved ones who had been killed in the war, but at least now the Nazis were receiving what they had been dishing out for three long years. That this was extremely important for Stalin to show is reflected by the fact that even before the battle ended, Stalin ordered that German POWs be marched through Red Square for all Muscovites to see. This occurred in July 1944, when approximately 57,000 German prisoners, freshly captured, were made to march past the Kremlin to Stalin’s nodding approval.




  THE CONCEPT OF FESTE PLÄTZE





  Beginning in the second half of 1943, as the Germans began to go almost completely on the defensive, Adolf Hitler introduced a new tactic that he believed would help prevent further loss of conquered territory. This new strategy called for major road and rail hubs, usually in towns and cities, to be defended stubbornly by the Wehrmacht during any retreat because of their operational importance as transportation and supply hubs. These towns and cities, even if surrounded, were to be defended to the last man and were not to be abandoned. This order was to be obeyed even in the event of a major enemy offensive, or even if holding the town or city would result in the Red Army encircling the defending German forces. Hitler’s experiences in World War I were definitely the breeding ground for this illogical defensive tactic. What the Führer had failed to take into account was that armies moved significantly faster during World War II, and therefore, a major city or town stuck deep behind the enemy’s line no longer offered the kind of problems and disruptions that would have occurred during World War I.




  The concept was officially introduced in March 1944 and was termed by Hitler as ‘Feste Plätze’ (Fixed Places). However, this strategy, which seemed like a throwback to tactics from World War I, actually proved detrimental and was shown to be ultimately unsuccessful. The strategy resulted in greater losses and a disruption of what normally should have been orderly withdrawals. This policy of defense was a recipe for disaster, as the Red Army pincers struck deep behind the German lines. By ordering German divisions to hold on to these towns and cities, Hitler facilitated the encirclement and systematic destruction of a large number of forces under the Ostheer simply because they were forbidden from withdrawing. During Operation Bagration, the towns and cities that Hitler had designated as Feste Plätze were: Vitebsk, Orsha, Mogilev, Baranówichi, Minsk, Bobruisk, Slutsk, and Vilnius. These towns and cities turned out to be the graveyard of many German divisions.




  THE BREAKTHROUGH




  To say that Heeresgruppe Mitte was prepared for the Soviet summer offensive of 1944 would be to lie. On paper, it appeared that there were sufficient forces available if the enemy should attack, but in reality, the condition of these divisions varied greatly. Most were worn out from years of heavy fighting. On paper, Heeresgruppe Mitte was organized and was composed of the following armies, corps, and divisions as of 15 June 1944:




  Heeresgruppe Mitte:




  (directly under army group control): 390. Feldausbildungs-Division.




  OKH Reserve: Panzergrenadier-Division Feldherrnhalle.6




  z.b.V. (zur besondere Verwendung—for special use): 14. Infanterie-Division, 707. Infanterie-Division.




  Wehrmacht Befehlshaber Weissruthenien:




  221. Sicherungs-Division, 391. Sicherungs-Division.




  4. Armee:




  z.b.V. (zur besondere Verwendung): 286. Sicherungs-Division.




  XII. Armeekorps: 57. Infanterie-Division (bulk), 267. Infanterie-Division, 18. Panzergrenadier-Division.




  XXXIX. Panzerkorps: 12. Infanterie-Division, 31. Infanterie-Division, 110. Infanterie-Division, 337. Infanterie-Division.




  XXVII. Armeekorps: 57. Infanterie-Division (parts), 78. Sturm-Division, 25. Panzergrenadier-Division, 260. Infanterie-Division.




  9. Armee:




  LV Armeekorps: 102. Infanterie-Division, 292. Infanterie-Division.




  XLI Panzerkorps: 35. Infanterie-Division, 36. Infanterie-Division (motorisiert), 129. Infanterie-Division (bulk).




  XXXV Armeekorps: 6. Infanterie-Division, 45. Infanterie-Division, 129. Infanterie-Division (parts), 134. Infanterie-Division, 296. Infanterie-Division, 383. Infanterie-Division.




  3. Panzerarmee: (directly under army control): schwere Panzerjäger-Abteilung 5197 




  z.b.V. (zur besondere Verwendung): 201. Sicherungs-Division, 95. Infanterie-Division.




  VI. Armeekorps: 197. Infanterie-Division, 256. Infanterie-Division, 299. Infanterie-Division.




  LIII. Armeekorps: 4. Feld-Division (L), 6. Feld-Division (L), 206. Infanterie-Division, 246. Infanterie-Division.




  IX. Armeekorps: Korpsabteilung D (created from a battle group of 56. Infanterie-Division and a battle group from 262. Infanterie-Division), 252. Infanterie-Division.




  2. Armee:




  z.b.V. (zur besondere Verwendung): 5th Hungarian Reserve Division, 23rd Hungarian Reserve Division, 1st Hungarian Cavalry Division, 4. Kavallerie-Brigade.8 




  VIII. Armeekorps: 12th Hungarian Reserve Division, 211. Infanterie-Division, 5. Jäger-Division.




  XX. Armeekorps: Korpsabteilung E,9 3. Kavallerie-Brigade.10




  XXIII. Armeekorps: Brigade Stab z.b.V. 17 (Jäger-Bataillon 8 and Jäger-Bataillon 13), 203. Sicherungs-Division, 7. Infanterie-Division.




  When the time came in the early morning hours of 22 June 1944 for the Red Army to launch its offensive, Soviet artillery let loose a horrific and sustained barrage that shook the very ground. For the offensive, the Soviets had been able to concentrate approximately 250 barrels (artillery, Katyusha rockets, and mortars) per kilometer of front line in both breakthrough points. The battle began with the employment of numerous squadrons of Petlyakov Pe-8 heavy bombers carpet
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  Figure 1. A Red Army anti-tank unit, supported by tanks and infantry, quickly fords a river during the summer of 1944. The Soviet summer offensive against Army Group Center in 1944 was the start of the collapse of German resistance on the Eastern Front. It is when the Ostheer began to unravel. MINSK STATE ARCHIVE.
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  Figure 2. Soviet tanks and infantry charge through a field, summer 1944. After the destruction of Army Group Center, the Red Army turned its attention to defeating the Ostheer in other sectors of the Eastern Front. MINSK STATE ARCHIVE.
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  Figure 3. Location of Army Group Center forces in mid-June 1944.
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  Figure 4. The northernmost right wing of the Russian 1944 summer offensive would involve Red Army forces from the 1st Baltic Front, working in tandem with units from the 3rd Belarusian Front.




  bombing the immediate rear of the German front earmarked for the breakthrough. This was augmented by a savage artillery barrage that lasted over an hour. Thereafter the shelling stopped and wave upon wave of massed infantry and tanks rushed forward, with most of the Red Army troops yelling the customary ‘hurrah!’




  Most of the German recipients of this brutal assault simply folded. Everywhere, the German front line cracked, and soon, entire field positions that had protected German troops for months lay shattered and overrun. Survivors of the barrage would later comment that as hot as the Belarusian summer was, it felt like the artillery barrage had actually raised the temperature by several degrees. Those who weren’t killed outright from the artillery bombardment stumbled out of their destroyed fortifications and positions, only to be shot down by the first wave of Red Army troops and armored vehicles. Many Germans attempted to surrender, but about half were shot on sight. Surrendering safely all depended on which Red Army troops one encountered. If you were a lucky Landser, you were roughed up, robbed, and beaten, but you were eventually sent to the rear as a prisoner of war.11 If you were unlucky, you would be shot while trying to surrender. In some instances, a captured German soldier, especially if he was an SS man, could expect to be executed immediately or, worse still, tortured briefly before being killed.




  In the northernmost region of the battlefront, the 6th Tank Army under Bagramyan’s 1st Baltic Front tore a gap through the German defenses just north of Vitebsk. The break occurred through the German IX. Armeekorps, where Korpsabteilung D was positioned.12 During this summer offensive, the 6th Tank Army performed so well that in September 1944 Stalin bestowed the honorary ‘Guards’ title on the formation. A day after the offensive began, 1st Belarusian Front had broken through along a thirty-five-mile-wide front and had advanced approximately ten miles. From the north of Vitebsk, 6th Tank Army tore a wide gap through the defense lines of Korpsabteilung D and quickly reached the Duna River, west of Vitebsk.13 The only force that was available for employment against this thrust was schwere Panzerjäger-Abteilung 519, which had been directly under 3. Panzerarmee control as a reserve. This unit was immediately sent to the area of Shumilino, where it fought to desperately hold back the attack.
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  Figure 5. Author’s silhouette drawing of the Nashorn (Rhinoceros) tank destroyer. The armored reserve for 3. Panzerarmee, Panzerjäger-Abteilung 519 was outfitted with this armored vehicle. The vehicle carried the accurate and very deadly 88 mm Pak 43 anti-tank gun. The anti-tank gun of this tank destroyer had outstanding piercing capabilities. When fired, the muzzle velocity of the round was 1,030 meters per second (3,400 feet per second). With that kind of kinetic energy, the round could penetrate the armor of any enemy tank. It could, at a great distance, penetrate the frontal armor of even the super-heavy Soviet IS-2 tank. The most effective killing range of the gun was 1,500 meters (1.5 kilometers), or one mile. This made it a perfect weapon to destroy enemy tanks before the opponent’s armor could come into range. The one drawback to this tank destroyer was its thin armor plating, which made it an easy target to destroy once the enemy was close enough.




  The Germans had regrouped in and around the town of Shumilino and held the Red Army tanks and infantry for two days, but in the end, the Soviet wave was just too strong. In the city of Vitebsk itself, German stragglers were already arriving from north, east, and south of the city limits. The German military field police in the city were soon overwhelmed with stragglers. To the east of Vitebsk and immediately south, the Soviets employed four armies: 5th Army, 39th Army, 5th Guards Tank Army, and 11th Guards Army. Against this huge striking force, the divisions comprising the German LIII. Armeekorps and VI. Armeekorps collapsed. Only the 14. Infanterie-Division (motorisiert) and 95. Infanterie-Division were able to make a fighting withdrawal in a southwesterly direction, but the divisions of LIII. Armeekorps were quickly encircled and cut off in what was called the Vitebsk pocket. Hitler had actually relented and agreed to order the bulk of LIII. Armeekorps to try and break out of the city on 25 June, so long as one division was chosen to remain and hold Vitebsk. This order made no military sense whatsoever, since leaving a single division behind would not stop the enemy from capturing the city. Nevertheless, Hitler’s order was followed, and Generalleutnant Hitter’s division, 206. Infanterie-Division, was chosen as the sacrificial lamb that would remain behind to hold the city.14 However, by then the ring of steel around Vitebsk was too strong, and the breakout attempt failed. When the city fell to the Red Army on 26 June, another 38,000 Germans were taken off the chessboard.




  
[image: chpt_fig_006]





  Figure 6. The advance of Russian forces occurred very rapidly, trapping a significant number of German divisions.




  General Hitter didn’t wait to be taken so meekly into captivity. He ordered 206. Infanterie-Division to try and break out. His division’s regiments never made it farther than nine miles from the city before they were caught and overwhelmed. A few stragglers made it through the dense forests to eventually reach German aid stations, where they told the story of their division’s demise.15 While 3. Panzerarmee and 9. Armee were getting pummeled, 4. Armee did not go unscathed. General-leutnant Vincenz Müller’s XII. Armeekorps (4. Armee) was surrounded by Soviet armored troops east of Minsk and cut off. This is the pocket that would eventually contain German divisions from both the 9. Armee and 4. Armee (see Figure 9). On 3 July, Müller was given command of the approximately 100,000 to 130,000 men of the now mostly cut off 4. Armee, given that the existing commander, General der Infanterie Kurt von Tippelskirch, was farther west and therefore outside the pocket. The 4. Armee had been holding a defensive line east of Orsha and Mogilev when the Russians attacked. Since then, it had been badly mauled by the Red Army and forced to retreat. The siege of Orsha and Mogilev didn’t last long and cost the Germans another two divisions. The strategy of Feste Plätze was proving a failure. A breakout from the pocket that had developed just east of Minsk was attempted by Generalleutnant Müller, with 18. Panzergrenadier-Division leading the effort, but the attack mainly failed due to superior Russian forces and the fact that the German front line was now 100 kilometers from the pocket. The distance was simply too great.
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  Figure 7. A destroyed Panzer IV tank, sometime in 1944. The destruction of the Ostheer involved the employment of overwhelming forces combined with the tactics of blitzkrieg pioneered by the Germans. A key factor to this strategy was the destruction of the enemy’s armored reserve. Another part of this strategy was constant offensive operations, which would keep the enemy off-balance. These repeated offensives cost the Soviets a considerable number of men and materiel, but it also propelled the Red Army closer and closer to the Reich. While the USSR could afford to take heavy losses the Germans could not. MINSK STATE ARCHIVE.
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  Figure 8. The disposition of German forces under Army Group Center on 2 July 1944. The most noticeable thing that one can gather from this German wartime situation map is the chaos that still existed in Army Group Center at the time and the apparent disintegration of an organized front line. As the next map (Figure 9) indicates, two days after this situation map was created by the staff of Oberkommando des Heeres, German forces had been pushed back to a line roughly bordering Daugavpils, Molodechno, Baranówichi, Stolbtsy, and Pinsk.




  Most of the 18. Panzergrenadier-Division perished in the pocket, but its replacement and training battalion, which was located in Germany, survived. It was sent to Wehrkreis I (Military District No. I) and was redesignated as Panzergrenadier-Bataillon 2105 (five companies), as part of Panzer-Brigade 105—a new unit which was created on 28 July 1944, at Troop Training Ground Mielau, in East Prussia. The two motorized regiments of 18. Panzergrenadier-Division attempted to break out from the pocket located just east of Minsk. Grenadier-Regiment 51 (motorisiert) tried to make their way to the southwest but failed. The remnants of Grenadier-Regiment 30 (motorisiert) actually managed to breakthrough the Soviet armored ring. They had headed northwest from the pocket. On 7 July, the divisional commander, Generalleutnant Karl Zutavern, fell while leading his division during the breakout attempt.




  The remnants of 18. Panzergrenadier-Division, some 2,160 men in total, were sent to Troop Training Ground Mielau, in East Prussia. They arrived on 16 July 1944. On 28 July 1944 the division was officially disbanded. However, on 7 September 1944 the division was once again reestablished by using Panzer-Brigade 105 as a basis for the new division. In addition, another 1,500 men who had served with the division on the Eastern Front but were currently in replacement units in Germany later joined the newly reestablished division at Troop Training Ground Neuhammer, located near the Silesian town of Neuhammer am Queis. By 28 June 1944 there was no solid, coherent front line in the region of Heeresgruppe Mitte. That same day Hitler appointed Generalfeldmarshall Otto Moritz Walter Model as supreme commander of the army group. The first thing that Model did was to ask Hitler’s permission for the units under 4. Armee and 9. Armee that were trapped east of Minsk, to break out. Again, Hitler vacillated until it was too late. The second thing Model did was to order the army group into a mobile defensive posture.




  To this end he ordered 201. Sicherungs-Division and 170. Infanterie-Division to act as a screen against Red Army forces moving toward Vilnius, Lithuania. Hitler also commanded that 5. Panzer-Division (under Gruppe von Saucken) to cover the region between Molodechno and Minsk, while 12. Panzer-Division would cover the area from Stolbtsy to Minsk. The 4. Panzer-Division, whose men came from the Würzburg region of Germany, along with the Silesian 28. Jäger-Division, defended the west bank of the Nieman River by Stolbtsy. The 52. Sicherungs-Division was made responsible for the area between Baranówichi and Pinsk. The 5th Hungarian Reserve Division would cover the northern banks of the Pripyat River west of Pinsk. On 3 July 1944, Minsk fell. On 17 July 1944, the Red Army paraded approximately 57,000 German POWs through the streets of Moscow, culminating in their march past the Kremlin building, where Stalin stood, watching the whole spectacle with an expression of satisfaction.




  Generalleutnant Hans Speidel had recently been appointed as chief of staff to Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, the commander in chief of Heeresgruppe B (Army Group ‘B’) in the West, and privately remarked to his new superior, referring to the events unfolding in Belarusia, “We’re in a pickle. . . . the floodgates are creaking.”16 He was correct in his estimation of the military situation facing the Ostheer. Speidel was one of only a few anti-Hitler plotters who avoided the wrath of the SS after the failed assassination attempt on Hitler’s life on 20 July 1944. Trained as a historian, he would survive the war and eventually serve in the Bundeswehr.
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  Figure 9. By 4 July 1944, Army Group Center had been able to establish a semi-contiguous front line, but both the right and left flanks were not firmly tied to the neighboring German army groups, and the divisions holding this line were in no condition to resist a determined Russian assault. Walter Model, the new commander of Heeresgruppe Mitte, now opted for a mobile defense. The problem however, was a lack of mobile divisions.




  Between 22 June and 19 August 1944, the Red Army caused Heeresgruppe Mitte the loss of close to 400,000 men killed, wounded, missing, or taken prisoner. Between 6 June and 23 July 1944, the Allies fighting in France had caused 116,863 German soldiers killed, wounded, missing, or taken prisoner.17 In Italy, between September 1943 and April 1945, another 100,000 German soldiers would be killed and approximately 300,000 would be listed as wounded, missing, or taken prisoner. That means that, on average, every month the Germans were losing 20,000 men in Italy. Thus, the number of casualties between June and July were around 40,000 men. If you include August, the figure was around 60,000. In Yugoslavia, German combat losses was close to 10,000 between June and August 1944. Thus, from June to August 1944, the Wehrmacht lost on the principal battlefronts around 586,863 men. This number does not even include losses incurred in other regions of the Eastern Front. If you factor in German losses from the entire Russian Front between June and August 1944, that number rises to almost 935,000 men. That amount is close to one million casualties between a two-and-a-half- to three-month period. This high attrition rate could not be sustained by Nazi Germany. If anyone wants to know when the German Army in the East began to fall apart, the answer is the summer of 1944.
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  Figure 10. Above, a German Sturmgeschütz IV prepares to fire on the enemy. As the Red Army offensives continued to pound the Wehrmacht front lines, the German panzer arm, always the last mobile defense, was employed more and more. More engagements meant a larger loss of armored fighting vehicles, which the Ostheer could ill afford to lose. MINSK STATE ARCHIVES.











  Chapter 2




  THE LVIV-STANISLAV-SANDOMIERZ OFFENSIVE, 13 JULY–29 AUGUST 1944




  THE MILITARY SITUATION




  In mid-July, as the destruction of Army Group Center was taking place, approximately 840,000 men, 14,000 pieces of artillery, Katyusha rockets and mortars, and around 1,800 tanks and assault guns of the 1st Ukrainian Front attacked Heeresgruppe Nordukraine (Army Group Northern Ukraine).1 This Red Army attack came to be known as the ‘Lviv-Stanislav-Sandomierz’ offensive and involved three separate operations:






	The Lviv offensive (13–27 July 1944) 




	The Stanislav offensive (13–27 July 1944)




	The Sandomierz offensive (28 July–29 August 1944)







  However, the overall operation has been more commonly referred to as the ‘Lviv-Sandomierz’ offensive. For the operation, the commander of the 1st Ukrainian Front, Marshal Ivan S. Konev, could count on seven infantry armies (1st Guards, 3rd Guards, 5th Guards, 13th, 18th, 38th, and 60th), three tank armies (1st Guards Tank,2 3rd Guards Tank, and 4th Guards Tank), and two cavalry-mechanized groups under Lieutenant-General V. K. Baranów and Lieutenant-General S.V. Sokolov.3 Konev had recently been promoted to Marshal of the Soviet Union (in February 1944), for his actions during the Battle of Kursk a year earlier, in July 1943. Now he would lead his front against German and Hungarian forces under Heeresgruppe Nordukraine (Army Group Northern Ukraine). Commanding Heeresgruppe Nordukraine was Generaloberst Josef Harpe.4 Harpe could only count on about 420 tanks, assault guns, and tank destroyers. That included the armored vehicles of 2nd Hungarian Armoured Division (thirty Hungarian and six German tanks). In July 1944, Heeresgruppe Nordukraine was composed of 1. Panzerarmee, 4. Panzerarmee, and 1st Hungarian Army. The Hungarians were located on the southern flank of the army group, along the Carpathian Mountains, while 1. Panzerarmee and 4. Panzerarmee were strung out along a roughly 400-kilometer-long front between Stanislav and Zamosc. The Hungarians were linked with units of 1. Panzerarmee under Armeegruppe Rauss. The Hungarians would remain attached to the Germans throughout 1944 and up until February 1945:




  7 April to 21 July 1944: Heeresgruppe Nordukraine




  22 July to 15 August 1944: Armeegruppe Raus (1. Panzerarmee + 1st Hungarian Army), Heeresgruppe Nordukraine




  16 August to 22 September 1944: Armeegruppe Heinrici (1. Panzerarmee + 1st Hungarian Army), Heeresgruppe Nordukraine




  23 September to 20 October 1944: Armeegruppe Heinrici (1. Panzerarmee + 1st Hungarian Army), Heeresgruppe A




  23 October to 17 December 1944: Armeegruppe Wöhler (8. Armee + 1st Hungarian Army), Heeresgruppe Süd




  18 December 1944 to 25 January 1945: Armeegruppe Heinrici (1. Panzerarmee + 1st Hungarian Army), Heeresgruppe A




  26 January to 1 February 1945: Armeegruppe Heinrici (1. Panzerarmee + 1st Hungarian Army), Heeresgruppe Mitte




  On 13 July 1944, the German and Hungarian forces under Heeresgruppe Nordukraine were organized as follows:




 

    Directly under army group control for special employment: schwere Panzerjäger-Abteilung 88 (thirty-five Nashorn tank destroyers), and schwere Panzer-Abteilung 506 (forty-four Tiger-I tanks).5




  1st Hungarian Army:6




  z.b.V. (zur besondere Verwendung): 2nd Hungarian Mountain Brigade (mass), 19th Hungarian Reserve Division (mass), part of 2nd Hungarian Armoured Division, part of 19. Waffen-Grenadier-Division der SS (lettische Nr. 2).7 At this time, these units were performing an anti-partisan operation.




  Army Reserve: 2nd Hungarian Armoured Division (mass, with thirty Hungarian tanks and six German Panzerkampfwagen IV tanks),8 27th Hungarian Light Division, 6th Hungarian Infanterie Division (in transit), 7th Hungarian Infantry Division, and the bulk of 19. Waffen-Grenadier-Division der SS (lettische Nr. 2).
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