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INTRODUCTION

A common viewpoint of the conflict on the Eastern Front in the Second World
War is that the Germans fought with great tactical and operational virtuosity, but
were ultimately defeated by sheer weight of numbers and the constant interference
of Adolf Hitler in military affairs. Any skill on the part of the Red Army was
restricted to dogged defence. Another belief, actively promoted by many German
veterans, is that whilst Nazi authorities committed many atrocities in the
occupied parts of the Soviet Union, the great bulk of the Wehrmacht —and many
of the combat formations of the SS — took no part in such acts, and indeed
were often completely ignorant of what was occurring. The truth, inevitably, is
more complex.

The opening phase of what became known in Russian literature as the Great
Patriotic War followed a series of dazzling triumphs in which the Wehrmacht
swiftly crushed the Poles before overrunning the Low Countries and France and
driving Britain from continental Europe. Even in these early campaigns, the
apparent ease with which the German forces overwhelmed their opponents hid
several fundamental truths. The striking power of the panzer divisions was
beyond question, but their tanks were under-armed and poorly protected
compared with those of Britain and France, and the great bulk of the German
Army remained limited to the speed of horses and men on foot, little changed
from previous centuries. The Luftwaffe had a comparatively easy time in its
operations providing close support for the attacking forces, but once it stepped
outside this purely tactical role, it struggled to assert itself — despite the boasts of
Goering and the expectations of many within Germany, the British managed to
extricate their forces from Dunkirk, and the RAF prevented the Luftwaffe from
achieving air superiority over southeast England, without which any invasion
of Britain was impossible.

The very speed with which Poland, Belgium, Holland and France were
overrun also hid another fundamental weakness: in almost every respect, the
German Army — indeed, Germany as a whole — was poorly prepared for prolonged
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operations. It is a longstanding axiom of military planning that sufficient reserves
should be kept in hand to deal with unexpected eventualities, but partly through
necessity, the Wehrmacht entered each campaign with its resources heavily
committed to the initial assault. Its ability to adapt to setbacks was therefore
limited, but remained untested in the early campaigns.

Logistically, there were also weaknesses. With almost no oil resources within
the Reich, Germany had to depend on oil obtained from countries like Romania
and from its own synthetic oil production, and this latter category repeatedly fell
far short of planned levels. This was of little consequence when Germany’s
enemies were dispatched in a short campaign; it was possible to build up sufficient
stocks of fuel to sustain the armed forces for these brief but intense efforts.
Maintaining longer-term operations at even a more modest tempo would rapidly
place the limited fuel supplies of Germany under far greater strain.

Nor were industrial affairs any better. At a time when western air forces were
routinely supplied with more than two aero engines per mounting, the Luftwaffe
had barely 1.4 engines per mounting, and there were similar shortages of other
essential spare parts.' Partly as a consequence, the Luftwaffe started the campaign
against the Soviet Union in 1941 with roughly the same number of operational
aircraft as it had fielded in September 1939.” Tank production too remained
poor, and whilst this was of little consequence in the opening campaigns, which
were punctuated by pauses in fighting that allowed depleted armoured units to
be brought back to full strength, it would be far more important if fighting
dragged on beyond just a few short weeks. The quantity of trucks and other
vehicles being produced was also poor, resulting in growing reliance on vehicles
captured in France and elsewhere, for which there was a very limited supply of
spare parts. Despite receiving lavish quantities of money and material resources,
German industry consistently performed far less efficiently than its equivalents in
other countries. Again, this was of little consequence in the era of swift victories
and conquests, but if Germany’s opponents were able to continue the war, their
better use of resources would begin to have an effect. During 1940, for example,
German industry managed to produce about 10,000 aircraft; meanwhile, with
rather less consumption of resources, the British produced 15,000.% Production
of munitions, weapons of all kinds, and motor vehicles consistently lagged far
behind targets. Responsibility for German war industry rested with Hermann
Goering, and its failures in the first half of the war are largely attributable to his
inability to impose order upon it.

None of this mattered in the opening phases of the war, but by the end of
1942, as events on the Eastern Front took a dramatic turn against Germany, all
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INTRODUCTION

of these limitations would become far more important. To a large extent, every
German campaign to this point had been a gamble. The Polish invasion was only
possible due to the inactivity of the British and French, and the strike through
the Ardennes, Belgium and northern France used the great bulk of Germany’s
motorised forces — any setback here, or a determined attack into the Rhineland
from French territory, would have been fatal. The invasion of the Soviet Union
in 1941 was the greatest gamble to date, with everything staked on achieving
victory before the winter, and its failure led to an even greater gamble the
following year — formations along the entire Eastern Front were stripped of
resources to allow the German forces in the Ukraine to launch a further advance
that, if successful, might isolate the Caucasus and deprive the Soviet Union of its
access to fuel. The price of this gamble was to extend the front line hugely, and
with most of the Wehrmacht's striking power deployed at the points of advance,
the long flanks represented a huge liability if the Red Army were able to take
advantage of it.

The tactical and operational superiority of the German forces remained
largely intact, but the Red Army was a quick learner. Like the Germans, the
Russians had the opportunity of recent fighting, in particular the Winter War
against Finland in 1939-40, to re-evaluate their peacetime plans and make
alterations, but most of the lessons learned — often imperfectly — were still being
implemented when Germany invaded Russia in 1941. Once war with Germany
began, the learning process and implementation of change had to take place in
ever more urgent circumstances. As the winter fighting in the eastern Ukraine
unfolded in late 1942, the degree to which the Soviet forces had learned how to
mount mobile operations, and the ability of the Germans to use their field
expertise to make up for their material shortages, would be in close balance.

Inevitably, a work like this relies extensively on the memoirs of the individuals
who played their parts in the great drama of the fighting of late 1942 and early
1943. The accuracy and reliability of these accounts is variable. Many of the
German protagonists — Manstein, Balck, Mellenthin — have been regarded in
recent years as writing misleading descriptions of the war and fostering the myth
that the technically superior Wehrmache, led with great skill by its officers, was
eventually defeated by the lumbering colossus of the Red Army, which relied
simply on sheer weight of numbers; these accounts also tend to give the impression
that whilst parts of the SS and other German bodies may have carried out
atrocities in the occupied territories, the soldiers and officers of the Wehrmacht
were largely free of any blame. The accounts of the Soviet veterans are also of
questionable reliability, having been written during the Soviet era and conforming
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to the ideological requirements of their time.* Yet even with these acknowledged
weaknesses, these accounts remain a valuable source of information, not least in
the light they shed on the personalities and attitudes of the men involved. Recent
access to contemporary Soviet documentation has redressed the balance
considerably, and this underlies the gradual reappraisal of the war on the Eastern
Front, with growing awareness that as German power declined through a
combination of inadequate industrial planning, the loss of irreplaceable
personnel, and poor decisions made by Hitler, Soviet power grew as the
commanders of the Red Army became increasingly skilled at the operational art.
An important difference between German and Soviet development during the
war is the manner in which the Soviet general staff rigorously analysed each
campaign and tried to learn whatever lessons it could from its experiences; by
contrast, Hitler retreated increasingly into a world in which his personal
domination and the power of the ‘will to win’ were of greater importance than
practical matters relating to battlefield experiences. During the 1960s, 1970s and
1980s, several accounts of the war written by lower ranking Russian soldiers and
officers emerged, and whilst these — like many of their German counterparts —
are coloured by the rhetoric of the era, with all enemies routinely described as
Nazis or fascists, they give a picture of the ordinary men (and in some cases,
women) who fought against the Germans. These soldiers were products of nearly
a quarter century of communist rule, and this inevitably shaped the way in which
they viewed their enemies; but their unquestionable patriotism and comradeship
are identical to those of combatants from any nation caught up in the war.

One feature of the fighting that took place in late 1942 and early 1943 is the
almost implacable lack of mercy shown by both the Germans and the Russians.
This was the first occasion that the Red Army liberated areas that had been under
German control for more than a short time, and whilst Russian soldiers had been
made aware of the mistreatment of Russian civilians by the Germans, this was
their first opportunity to witness such mistreatment first-hand. The growing
anger of ordinary soldiers is almost palpable in their accounts, and the desire for
revenge, coupled with the sense that the Germans had to be driven from Soviet
territory as fast as possible to prevent further atrocities, contributed to the
growing Russian desire to continue their offensive operations as long as possible.
German accounts repeatedly highlight the manner in which Russian units killed
prisoners, but the same authors are silent about similar killings by Germans.

The manner in which the Germans approached the war also changed during
this critical time. Until now, the war in the east had largely been one of
conquest. By destroying the Soviet Union, Germany would satisfy its long-held
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INTRODUCTION

desire to obtain a land empire in the east, and realisation of this desire was — for
many within the German hierarchy — inextricably bonded to brutal occupation
policies. The resources of the conquered regions were to be exploited for
maximum short-term gain without any regard for the impact upon the
indigenous population, and this led to mass starvation in the Ukraine, a region
that was still recovering from the excesses of Stalinist repression in earlier years;
had the Germans behaved more like liberators and less like conquerors, the
burgeoning partisan movement might have withered and faded away, and the
outcome of the war might have been very different. Instead, forced requisitions
that left the rural communities of the region without sufficient food for their
own needs and the manner in which able-bodied men and women were
rounded up for forced labour — many of whom were shipped off to Germany
— resulted in the amount of land under cultivation falling disastrously. The
mass killings of Jews, suspected communists, and other ‘undesirable’ elements
of the population would reap a bitter harvest as the Red Army returned to the
region. By the end of the winter of 1942-43, German rhetoric about the
conflict was changing. The war against the Soviet Union was no longer
exclusively the Rassenkrieg (‘racial war’) that Hitler had proclaimed in the
summer of 1941. Instead, there was an increasing tendency — clearly expressed
in the memoirs of many German soldiers and officers — that the war was being
fought to save Europe from the threat of communism and the danger to
western civilisation from the Asiatic hordes of Russia.

The scale of the German gamble in the 1942 campaign was so great that
everything would depend upon fine margins. If the Red Army were able to take
advantage of the overexposed German positions, there was a very real prospect of
the war coming to a relatively swift conclusion with a crushing defeat from which
the Wehrmacht would not be able to recover; conversely, if this was to be avoided,
every ounce of German tactical and operational skill would have to be used to
maximum effect.
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CHAPTER 1

THE ROAD TO CRISIS

“When Barbarossa begins,” Hitler told his generals in early 1941, ‘the entire world
will hold its breath.” On 22 June 1941, 145 German divisions backed by the
great bulk of the resources of the Luftwaffe, together with substantial forces from
Finland and Romania — totalling perhaps three million men — crossed the border
into the Soviet Union. Moscow, the prime objective at the start of the Barbarossa
campaign, was 600 miles away; the vast spaces of Belarus and European Russia,
with poor roads and railways, and huge tracts of forest and swamp, defended by
191 Red Army divisions and 37 mechanised brigades, lay between the Wehrmacht
and the Soviet capital.!

Full of confidence after their swift victories over Poland and France, the
German forces trusted that this campaign would be similar, though on a far
larger canvas — a rapid advance in which the panzer divisions would cut apart the
Red Army, while the Luftwaffe controlled the skies. Despite the size of the Red
Army, and despite the vastness of the landscape, a victorious conclusion would
come swiftly — indeed, it would have to come swiftly, because despite Goering’s
pronouncements and boasts as the man responsible for the production of military
materiel, German industry was simply not organised to sustain a prolonged war
effort. With the Soviet Union defeated, Germany would be unassailable and the
future of the Thousand Year Reich would be secured.

The fighting that followed showed both the Wehrmacht and the Red Army
at their best and their worst. Whilst much has been made of the all-arms
striking power of panzer divisions, their successes to date were more than
merely the result of concentrating armoured vehicles in a single mobile
formation; the close cooperation between the ground forces and the Luftwaffe
was also an important factor, as was the ability of German officers to delegate
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decision-making to their subordinates, allowing them to improvise in the face
of unexpected developments and thus maintain a pace of operations that left
their opponents bewildered and off-balance.

The customary view of the Red Army is that it relied greatly on the
traditional solidity of Russian troops in defensive fighting and sheer numbers,
and the Germans were further emboldened by the manner in which the Kaiser’s
armies had consistently outfought the Russians in the First World War. But like
every other army of the era, the Red Army contained its share of visionary
commanders who had written extensively about warfare in the mechanised era.
Indeed, Russian military thinkers produced far more written material about
the possibilities of fighting in the mechanised age than the experts of any other
country apart from Germany.” Many of these visionaries held posts in the
Soviet staff college where they passed on their ideas and more importantly their
way of thinking to their students. Like their counterparts elsewhere, they
articulated a multitude of ideas of variable accuracy, but the purges that ravaged
the ranks of the army during the 1930s did huge damage to the manner in
which new ideas were developed, tested and adopted. Mikhail Nikolayevich
Tukhachevsky, perhaps the foremost thinker in the army, was arrested in 1937
and tortured until he confessed to being part of a conspiracy to overthrow
Stalin, though there is little evidence to support this; he was found guilty in a
trial in which he was denied legal representation and executed the same day.
Five of the judges who sat in the trial were in turn arrested and executed in the
ongoing purges, which also accounted for Ileronim Petrovich Uborevich,
another of those who contributed to the many articles proposing new ways
of waging war.

Despite the fall of Tukhachevsky and others, their ideas of conducting all-arms
operations in depth remained part of Russian military doctrine and were put to
good use by Georgi Zhukov in a mechanised counteroffensive against Japanese
forces in border fighting at Khalkhin Gol in 1939. However, it is vital to reassess
all military thinking to see how accurate it is in the light of events, and the
constant interference of communist doctrine prevented the Red Army from
maximising its experiences against Japan, as well as learning the lessons of the
Spanish Civil War. When the Red Army was unleashed against the comparatively
weak forces of Finland in 1939—40, the rigid adherence to doctrine in the face of
a tough, determined enemy resulted in severe casualties for little gain. Changes
were implemented, as Sergei Matveevich Shtemenko, who would serve in the
operations branch of the Soviet general staff during the war and was a student at
the army’s staff academy in 1939 and 1940, later wrote:
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The conclusions drawn by the Soviet high command from the recent war were
making a noticeable impression upon the Academy ... The study programme was
shorn of obsolete elements. Particular stress was laid on field training and on
working out complex forms of operation and combat. Training methods were

being reformed to make us into commanders who could cope with any emergency.?

In this respect, the Russians were moving towards the German way of thinking:
subordinate commanders needed the skills and knowledge to improvise in the
face of unexpected events. In modern warfare, there simply wouldn’t be time to
wait for detailed instructions from above. However, even if training establishments
could make changes in the manner in which soldiers and officers were prepared
for war, it would take time for such changes to filter down through the system,
and there was also a pressing need for major organisational restructuring.
By 1941, Soviet formations were all too frequently the wrong size — either too big
and unwieldy, or too small and weak, unable to fight alone. By contrast, the
German formations, particularly the panzer divisions, appeared perfectly
balanced.

In terms of equipment, the inventories of the two sides had both good and
bad points. In combat against the RAE, German bombers — particularly the Stuka
dive-bombers — had proved to be vulnerable, but against the Soviet air force the
Luftwaffe rapidly established air superiority and its bombers were able to operate
with comparative ease. On the ground, German tanks remained a source of
concern — under-gunned and under-armoured — but the use of supporting
anti-tank guns, excellent levels of training in close cooperation, and good
communications at every level allowed them to prevail in most battles, not least
because so many Soviet tanks did not have radios. Consequently, Russian troops
found that changing a tactical plan once battle was joined was almost impossible,
and the official means of doing so — by waving flags from turret hatches — proved
to be useless. In the years leading up to the war, the Red Army acquired huge
numbers of new tanks — the T-26, adopted from the British Vickers 6-ton tank
and produced in larger numbers than any other tank in the world at the time; the
T-28; and the T-35 — but the entire tank fleet was plagued by shortages of spare
parts and skilled technicians, meaning that a large proportion of tanks was
unavailable at any given time. Some, like the T-35, proved to be so unreliable
that ultimately nearly all were lost due to breakdowns rather than enemy action.
Others, like the T-26, were soon found to be far too lightly armoured to be of
much use in combat against armoured enemies. The newest Soviet tank, the

T-34, proved to be far superior to anything deployed by the Germans or indeed
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any other nation to date, but at the start of hostilities there were too few to have
more than a local effect. The heavy KV-1 and KV-2 tanks were invulnerable to all
but the best German anti-tank guns, but they too had few radios, were prone to
breakdowns, and were difficult to operate. For example, changing gear often
required the driver to resort to striking the gear lever with a hammer. In every
other respect the performance of the army proved to be a shattering
disappointment, with communications rapidly breaking down and officers
struggling in vain to control unwieldy formations.

The armies of the Soviet Union floundered in the wake of their more nimble
opponents, and a series of great encirclements seemed the forerunners of the
rapid success on which the Germans depended. In 1939, the Soviet Union had
occupied the eastern parts of Poland and had then forced the Baltic States to
accept Soviet troops on their soil, prior to annexing them in 1940. This meant
that the frontier was several hundred miles further west than might otherwise
have been the case, but it proved to be a mixed blessing. On the one hand, there
was more scope for conceding space to buy time; but on the other hand, there
had been only modest progress in fortifying the new frontier. Hamstrung by
Stalin’s refusal to allow a full-scale mobilisation in early June, when many within
the Soviet military establishment realised that a German attack was imminent,
the frontier armies fought and died as they struggled to come to terms with the
onset of hostilities. Their officers lacked the training to show initiative and fight
their way to freedom, and their soldiers fought bravely, but then laid down their
arms when the hopelessness of their situation became clear. Most would die in
German captivity.

But even in the midst of disaster, the soldiers of the Red Army were learning.
At a tactical level, their use of armour became increasingly skilful as the fighting
progressed, to the chagrin of the Germans. Stalin ruthlessly dismissed commanders
that he felt had failed to live up to expectations, though their fates varied — some
were disgraced or even executed, but others, particularly those with whom Stalin
had close personal ties going back to the days of the Russian Civil War, were
simply reassigned to new, non-combat roles. At an operational level, the failures
of the opening weeks led to rapid reappraisal of doctrine. The structure of
command was repeatedly reorganised to try to improve command and control,
and despite the huge setbacks there was little sense of defeatism amongst the
officers and senior commanders. If the Germans could be stopped, if the Red
Army could catch its breath, it would be an increasingly formidable foe.

Ultimately, the German gamble of 1941 depended upon covering a huge
amount of territory before the onset of winter. The start of the campaign was
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delayed by poor weather and the need to secure control of Yugoslavia and Greece;
despite this, the Wehrmacht seemed to be on the verge of reaching Moscow
before Zhukov’s counterattack threw it back. Much has been written about
whether the Germans could have defeated the Soviet Union before the end of
1941, but it seems likely that, even if the final assaults had reached or even
encircled the Soviet capital, the losses suffered by the army were such that there
simply wasn't enough strength left to subdue the city and retain it. In particular,
the infantry divisions were barely at half their establishment strength, and the
panzer divisions had proved during the fighting for Warsaw in 1939 that without
substantial infantry support, they were unable to fight effectively in built-up
areas.” In any event, the Siberian divisions that Zhukov had kept in reserve were
unleashed in a series of counterattacks that made the magnitude of the German
gamble plain: with all its waning strength in the front line of the drive on
Moscow, the Wehrmacht had almost no reserves with which to beat off the
counterattacks.

With its energy spent and its forces strewn across the snows of Russia, the
Wehrmacht came dangerously close to destruction in the fighting that followed.
Many felt that a substantial retreat would be needed, and at first Hidler agreed to
withdrawals to better defensive positions.” Within days though, the Fiihrer
intervened and ordered the troops to defend where they were. Many, such as
Guderian and Hoepner (the commanders of the two panzer groups that had
spearheaded the assault on Moscow) protested and were sacked. Through a
mixture of a major effort by the Luftwafle, local withdrawals — many unauthorised
— and growing Russian exhaustion, the Germans were able to stabilise the front
line.

The failure of the Wehrmacht to capture Moscow and the fighting that raged
to the west of the city had major consequences for the future of the war. Hitler
dismissed Walther von Brauchitsch, the commander-in-chief of the Wehrmacht,
and assumed the post himself. Angered by the constant criticism and objections
of officers like Guderian, he also moved to ensure that the more outspoken
German generals were removed from their posts. In future, the German Army
would receive its orders from an amateur, without even the support of constructive
criticism from senior officers.

With the front line still so close to Moscow, Stalin remained concerned that
the Germans would make a renewed attempt to take the city in 1942 and retained
major reserves in the area, leading to weaknesses in the front line elsewhere. The
German assault on Moscow had come in two phases, with a pause while the
Germans waited for the ground to freeze and for supplies to be brought forward,
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and Stalin had insisted on a counterattack during this pause, despite the protests
of Zhukov, who felt that the assembled forces were inadequate for the task and
that there were insuflicient reserves available. This was followed by a much larger
counterattack after the failure of the second German attempt to reach the city,
and when this eventually drove the Germans back from the outskirts of Moscow,
it was the turn of the Russians to learn a fundamental truth about armoured
warfare: whilst tank forces could break through front lines with varying degrees
of ease, exploiting those successes and destroying the isolated German pockets
was a different matter. A great deal of energy was expended effectively pushing
into open space — there were no clear objectives within striking range, no
geographical features against which the Germans could be squeezed or whose
capture would render the German positions untenable. Writing several years
later, Alexander Mikhailovich Vasilevsky, who was acting chief of staff at Stavka
— the Soviet high command — at the time, reflected:

A number of big shortcomings in troop control and military action came to the
fore during the counteroffensive around Moscow ... True, a deep carpet of snow
hampered the advance, but the main factor was the lack of tanks, aircraft and
ammunition where they were most needed. Formations, units and elements
assumed a two-line battle order and attacked after a brief, insufficiently strong
artillery bombardment; the artillery cover of the attacking infantry and tanks
deep in the enemy defences was not efficient enough and sometimes was not
employed at all. The tank units were usually employed as direct support for the
infantry and rarely received independent missions. Gradually, however, the Soviet

troops gained experience and began to act more successfully.®

Vasilevsky was to play a leading role in the events described in this book, and it
is worth looking at his past in more detail. He was the fourth of ultimately eight
siblings born to an impoverished priest in the town of Vichuga to the northeast
of Moscow:

[My father’s] miserly earnings were insufficient even for the bare essentials for his
large family. All of us, from the smallest to the biggest, worked most days in the
fields. In winter father would do extra work as a carpenter, being commissioned

to supply school desks, tables, window frames, doors and beehives.”

In 1909, aged 14, Vasilevsky went to the theological seminary in Kostroma, at
great financial cost to his father. He was about to start his final year when war
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broke out and he immediately volunteered for service; in January 1915, he and
several schoolmates were drafted into the town garrison and then sent to the
military academy in Moscow to train as junior officers. Here he studied the
writers who had developed Russian military doctrine in the preceding years, such
as Suvorov, Dragomirov and Skobelev. Many of these have been heavily criticised
for failing to recognise the growing power of firearms and artillery and lauding
the value of close-quarter fighting with the bayonet over fire and manoeuvre, but
for a young man from the provinces with no military education, the books were
nonetheless greatly inspiring and he proved adept at using the texts with judicious
selectivity:

There were certain axioms in those works which I learned by heart: ‘Don’t
describe, but demonstrate and back it up with description’; ‘First convey a single
idea, have it repeated and assist in its assimilation, then convey the next one’;
‘Initially teach only the bare essentials’; ‘Entrust rather than order’; ‘Our task is to
destroy the enemy — to fight to destroy without losing lives is impossible, to fight

to lose lives without destroying is stupid.’®

By the end of the year, Vasilevsky was in the ranks of the Russian Ninth Army
at the southern end of the long Eastern Front. He experienced the realities of
trench warfare and would have been involved in the murderously wasteful attacks
made by the Russian Army using outdated tactics in late 1915 and early 1916,
but he makes no mention of them in his memoirs. Instead, he concentrates on
the Brusilov Offensive of the summer of 1916, when — using innovative tactics,
many of which would play a part in tactical and operational developments in the
years that followed — the Russian Army broke through the lines of the
Austro-Hungarian troops in the southern half of the front and briefly threatened
to achieve a potentially decisive victory.” At the end of the year, following
Romania’s entry in the war on the side of the Entente Powers, Vasilevsky
accompanied Ninth Army when it was deployed in support of Russia’s new ally.

When the Russian Revolution broke out the following year, army units that
were closest to Petrograd, the cradle of the revolution, were more likely to be
seized by the revolutionary spirit than those further away. At the southern end of
the front, Ninth Army was relatively untouched by the destabilising unrest that
swept the Russian Army as the year progressed. For Vasilevsky, any lingering
loyalty to the old order was swept away by the events of the Kornilov Affair, a
series of confused events that led to the recently appointed supreme commander
of the army, Lavr Georgievich Kornilov, making a failed attempt to seize power."
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After the October Revolution Vasilevsky spent more of his time with the
revolutionary committees that were forming throughout the army, behaviour
that was by no means universal amongst the officers in his regiment:

The soldiers excitedly debated the Decrees on Peace and Land, threw away their
rifles, fraternised with the Austrian soldiers, openly expressed their discontent with
the commanders and welcomed the new power expressing the people’s interests.

The most hated officers were sometimes threatened with lynching. The
split in the officers’ ranks grew even wider. It was not so long ago that we had
all sat round the same table, but now former comrades-in-arms looked daggers
at each other. I too caught the resentful looks because I had recognised the
Soviet power, was ‘hobnobbing with the Bolsheviks’ and visited the Soviet of
Soldiers’ Deputies.'!

Like many soldiers and officers, Vasilevsky decided that he had had enough of the
war and went home in November 1917, officially on leave but with no intention
of returning. Within weeks, he received a letter advising him that the soldiers of
his old regiment had elected him to be their commander, but given the widespread
unrest across Russia and Ukraine he chose to join the local military department,
where he served as an instructor for the Vsevobuch (the system of universal basic
military training introduced by the Bolsheviks to arm the people against the
residual elements of the old order). His preference was to serve with the Red
Army, but as he noted, there appeared to be reluctance to allow a former officer
of the Tsar’s army to take up such a post. In late 1918 he accepted a job as a
teacher, and the following April he finally joined the ranks of the Red Armys; after
the mishaps suffered by the new revolutionary army in its first engagements,
there was a growing realisation that no amount of ideological purity could
compensate for hard military knowledge and experience. He served in the
Russian Civil War, helping to defend Moscow against the advance of General
Anton Ivanovich Denikin, and in the fighting against Poland, where his division
had to defend against the pursuing Polish troops after the Battle of Warsaw in
1920. Written during the Soviet era, his memoirs attempt to portray events from
that era in as favourable a light for the Bolsheviks as possible, but there could be
no doubt that the Red Army had suffered a major setback, as had the Russian
communists’ dream of exporting their revolution to the other nations of Europe.

In the years that followed, Vasilevsky held a series of commands in which he
demonstrated the manner in which his experiences as an officer and a teacher
combined well. He encountered several senior figures in the Soviet regime,
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including Kliment Yefremovich Voroshilov and Boris Mikhailovich Shapovnikov
— he had a particularly close friendship with the latter, which was of great advantage
to him in the years that followed. It was almost inevitable that he would be posted
to the Directorate of Military Training, where he met Tukhashevsky and Zhukov,
and in 1937, at a time when Stalin’s purges were tearing great holes in the Red
Army, he was appointed to the general staff. Vasilevsky’s survival in these years was
due partly to the influence of good friends like Shapovnikov, and partly to his
inborn sense of diplomacy and tact. Stalin had a good personal relationship with
him. When he learned that Vasilevsky had broken off contact with his father on the
grounds that, as a priest, he was not a communist and was seen as an enemy of the
people, he urged Vasilevsky to get in touch with his family again. There were mixed
views about the diplomatic, non-confrontational style that Vasilevsky adopted —
some, like Shtemenko, who in many respects followed in Vasilevsky’s footsteps
through the Soviet general staff, described him as a brilliant yet modest officer with
a huge capacity for work, and worked alongside him for many years:

This close and rather long period of collaboration allowed me to make a very
thorough study of Vasilevsky’s personal qualities. And the more I got to know
him, the more deeply I came to respect this man of soldierly sincerity, unfailingly
modest and cordial, a military leader in the finest sense of the term.

... What always distinguished Vasilevsky was the confidence he placed in his
subordinates, his profound respect for his fellow men and concern for their
human dignity. He understood perfectly how difficult it was to remain well
organised and efficient in the critical early period of this war which had begun so
unfavourably for us, and he tried to bring us together as a team, to create a
working atmosphere in which one would not feel any pressure of authority but
only the strong shoulder of a senior and more experienced comrade on which, if
need be, one could lean ... Among the members of the general staff Vasilevsky
enjoyed not only the highest esteem but also their universal love and affection.

... Nature had endowed Vasilevsky with the rare gift of being able to grasp
essentials literally in his stride, drawing the right conclusions and foreseeing the
further development of events with a special clarity. He never made any display of
this, however. On the contrary, he would always listen to the ideas and opinions
of others with deliberate attention. He would never interrupt, even if he did not
agree with the views expressed. Instead, he would argue patiently and persuasively
and, in the end, usually win over his opponent. At the same time he knew how to
defend his own point of view in front of the Supreme Commander [Stalin]. He

did this tactfully but with sufficient firmness.'?
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Some have speculated whether he was promoted precisely because he was so
compliant to Stalin’s wishes, bordering in some cases on timid.”® Nikita
Sergeyevich Khrushchev regarded him as being completely under the sway of the
Soviet dictator, but as shall be seen, there were reasons for animosity between
Vasilevsky and Khrushchev.' It is noteworthy that there is nothing remotely
vainglorious in Vasilevesky’s memoirs and he repeatedly goes out of his way to
give credit to others. Rather than being Stalin’s yes-man, it is more likely that the
Soviet dictator recognised that he was a man without personal political ambition
and who was therefore not likely to be a threat; consequently, he was happy to
tolerate a diligent, intelligent man who knew how to disagree without causing
animosity.

Immediately before the start of the Second World War, Vasilevsky became
deputy commander of the general staff’s Operations Directorate; he was
personally involved in negotiating the ceasefire line with Finland at the end of
the Winter War. He became chief of the Operations Directorate in August 1941
and deputy chief of staff, taking command when Shapovnikov was forced to step
aside due to illness during the following winter. It was in this role that he became
intimately involved in the fighting around Moscow — whilst the operations may
have been under the control of Zhukov, Vasilevsky worked tirelessly on the
logistic support needed first to stop the Germans, then throw them back. He
showed himself to be a model staff officer, a man who could diligently put into
practice the plans of others, modifying them as circumstances dictated without
deviating from their intention.

Despite the limited successes of the winter fighting, Stalin insisted that the
tide had turned and that the strength of the Wehrmacht was broken. In early
January, he wrote to all higher commands:

After the Red Army had succeeded in wearing down the German fascist troops
sufficiently, it went over to the counteroffensive and pursued the German invaders
to the west. So as to hold up our advance, the Germans went on the defensive and
began to build defence lines with trenches, entanglements and field fortifications.
The Germans intend thereby to delay our advance until the spring so that then,
having assembled their forces, they can once again take the offensive against the
Red Army. The Germans want, consequently, to play for time and take a breather.

Odur task is not to give the Germans a breathing space, to drive them westwards
without a halt, force them to exhaust their reserves before springtime when we
shall have fresh big reserves, while the Germans will have no more reserves; this

will ensure the complete defeat of the Nazi forces in 1942. But to implement this
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task we must see that our troops have learned how to breach the foe’s line of
defence, learned how to organise a breach in the enemy defences in all its depth
and thus pave the way for our infantry, our tanks and our cavalry to move forward.
‘The Germans have more than one line of defence; they are building and will soon
have a second and a third line. If our troops do not learn quickly and thoroughly
to break down and break through the enemy’s line of defence, our drive forward

will not be possible.’s

There were therefore to be further counterattacks across the entire front. Again,
Zhukov objected in vain that the Red Army was not yet strong enough to
mount such operations, and further assaults without clear operational or
strategic objectives would dissipate strength without any commensurate
gains.'® However, Stalin insisted on launching widespread attacks, believing
that by doing so, he could keep the Germans off balance and prevent them
from seizing the initiative and launching another major strike against Moscow,
an abiding concern in his mind."”

The offensives that followed confirmed that Stalin’s views about the
Wehrmacht were far too optimistic. The counterattacks outside Moscow had left
the Germans in possession of a large salient around the town of Rzhev, and
further attempts in early 1942 to reduce it led only to major casualties. An
attempt to destroy a large German pocket at Demyansk, south of Leningrad, was
coordinated personally by Vasilevsky and proved both costly and futile, but the
ability of the Luftwaffe — at the cost of hundreds of hard-to-replace transport
aircraft and aircrew — to sustain the pocket for several months was something
that would have consequences in the months that followed. Not far away, General
Andrei Andreyevich Vlasov’s Second Shock Army led a major effort to break the
siege of Leningrad; when neighbouring armies failed to advance as far as Vlasov’s
troops, Second Shock Army found itself surrounded and was forced to surrender.

In the south, General Semyon Konstantinovich Timoshenko — another old
Civil War comrade of Stalin — led a strong attack that threatened to reach
Kharkov, but unknown to Stavka the Germans had selected the Ukraine as their
prime focus for 1942, and lethal counterattacks led to a rapid reversal of fortunes
and further catastrophic casualties. Zhukov and Vasilevsky both repeatedly asked
Stalin to call off the offensive and withdraw the forces that had been committed,
but Stalin refused until it was too late, with the result that Soviet losses climbed
to 300,000, including 171,000 men taken prisoner. Critically, the Red Army lost
over 1,200 precious tanks, leaving it outnumbered in armour for the coming
fighting. Khrushchev, who was working as Timoshenko’s political commissar, felt
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that Vasilevsky should have tried harder to change Stalin’s mind and blamed him
personally for the losses that were suffered. This criticism is surely unreasonable
— the blame lay in the over-optimistic assessment and planning of Timoshenko
(and therefore Khrushchev) who placed their troops in peril in the first instance,
and then in Stalin’s refusal to follow the advice of Zhukov and Vasilevsky, though
Stalin attempted to pass blame for the mishap to Timoshenko and Krushchev:

The [Soviet] general staff followed the development of the operation, which had
been undertaken on the initiative of the command of the front, with great
misgivings. Stavka warned the front that it could not provide any additional
troops, ammunition or fuel for the operation ... But the military council of
Southwest Front guaranteed success even without these.

... The position became more and more difficult undil it was extremely
critical. To the military council’s request for help [Stalin] was compelled to reply:

‘... Stavka has no new divisions ready for action ... Our arms resources are
limited and you must realise that there are other fronts besides your own ...
Battles must be won not with numbers but by skill. If you do not learn to direct
your troops better, all the armaments the country can produce will not be enough
for you.''s

Given the number of occasions that Stalin had urged the front commanders to
continue the winter attacks, it seems somewhat harsh that Stalin was now placing
all the blame for the failures of these attacks on local commands, but regardless
of who was culpable, as spring turned to summer the Germans were once more
advancing, driving the Red Army before them.

The new offensive was not, as Stalin had expected, directed against Moscow.
Instead, Hitler directed his forces to reach the line of the lower Volga with the
intention of cutting off the Caucasus and its oilfields from the rest of the Soviet
Union. Once this had been achieved, the Wehrmacht was to overrun the
Caucasus as swiftly as possible, not least because Hitler believed that access to the
Caucasus oilfields was vital for Germany’s war effort. Stalin should have been
aware of what was coming — on 19 June, a German plane carrying Major Reichel,
the operations officer of 23rd Panzer Division, was shot down, and comprehensive
maps showing the proposed German plan of campaign were recovered from the
wreckage by Soviet troops.” When this intelligence windfall was presented to
Stalin, he dismissed it as a German attempt at misinformation.” Ironically, this
was at least partly due to a genuine German misinformation campaign — following

the successful conclusion of the fighting around Kharkov, OKH (OberKommando
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des Heeres or ‘Army High Command’) issued instructions under the codename
Fall Kreml (‘Operation Kremlin’) for a resumption of the previous winter’s
offensive to take Moscow. Detailed maps of Moscow were distributed down to
regimental level in the German divisions facing the Soviet capital and instructions
were issued for planning meetings to take place during the summer. As this fit
neatly with Stalin’s expectations, it is unsurprising that, given the choice of
following his own belief or accepting the new intelligence recovered from the
wrecked plane in the Ukraine, he chose the former.”’ The Reichel episode had
another consequence: Hitler issued instructions that in order to prevent a repeat
of such incidents, neighbouring units were not to have information about the
orders issued to each other. The result was increasing rigidity in the German
command structure, with a hugely detrimental effect on the skilful and adaptive
manner in which the Wehrmacht had functioned in previous campaigns.

The losses suffered by the Red Army in the disastrous fighting near Kharkov
in May left the Germans with a decided advantage. With barely any major effort,
the German First and Fourth Panzer Armies erupted through the Soviet defences
and headed east. The Red Army was in a period of transition; many of its pre-war
troops and officers had been killed or taken prisoner in 1941, and their
replacements were still learning their trade in the front line. Partly through force
of circumstance and partly to avoid pointless casualties, Soviet troops fell back
without risking the encirclements that had been the highlight of the previous
year’s campaign, as a sergeant in 3rd Panzer Division recorded:

[It's] quite different from last year. It's more like Poland. The Russians aren’t nearly

so thick on the ground. They fire their guns like madmen, but they don’t hurt us!*

Attempting to stop the torrent of German armour would have been as disastrous
a policy as it would have been futile, and Szavka issued instructions for the
German breakthrough to be limited by the Red Army securing both ‘shoulders’
of the offensive, at Voronezh in the north and Rostov in the south. The speed of
Fourth Panzer Army’s advance to the Don at Voronezh threatened to derail this
plan almost immediately and a new Voronezh Front was created by Stavka under
the command of Lieutenant General Nikolai Fyodorovich Vatutin. Resistance
stiffened just in time, and Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, commander of Army
Group South, drew up detailed plans to throw substantial forces at the city in
order to take it and secure the northern flank of the offensive.

Hitler had no intention of allowing the determined Russian resistance at
Voronezh to derail his sweeping advance to the Volga and the Caucasus. Army
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Group South was divided into Army Group A, tasked with driving south to the
Caucasus oilfields, and Army Group B, which was to secure the line of the lower
Volga. Bock was given command of Army Group B, but then dismissed when
Hitler grew impatient with the delays at Voronezh. His replacement was
Generaloberst Maximilian von Weichs, an aristocrat from Bavaria who Hitler
judged was perhaps more compliant than the Prussian Bock.

Between Voronezh and Rostov, the Red Army continued to fall back. The
lack of resistance was unnerving to some Germans, as a journalist wrote in

the Vilkischer Beobachter:

The Russian, who up to this time has fought stubbornly over each kilometre,
withdrew without firing a shot. Our advance was only delayed by destroyed
bridges and by aircraft. When the Soviet rearguards were too hard-pressed they
chose a position which enabled them to hold out until night ... It was quite

disquieting to plunge into this vast area without finding a trace of the enemy.”

Hitler interpreted this as a sign of terminal weakness, that the Red Army was
running out of troops. In a conversation with Generaloberst Franz Halder, the
chief of staff of OKH, he said on 20 July: “The Russian is finished. 'm convinced
of it.”

At the time, Halder was inclined to agree with the Fiihrer, but a steady stream
of intelligence convinced him that the Soviet Union still possessed substantial
resources that made the conquest of the Caucasus a risky venture. Indeed, such
an operation only made sense if Hitler was right and the Red Army was wrecked
beyond recovery — otherwise, the long flank along the Don and Volga would be
hugely vulnerable to a Soviet counterattack. Unlike the previous winter, when
Zhukov’s counterattacks in front of Moscow ultimately ran out of steam before
they could reach any meaningful objective, the Red Army would have several
strategic targets within range. The most obvious option was to thrust down to the
Sea of Azov and thus isolate any German forces that had penetrated into the
Caucasus, but the rail crossings of the lower Dnepr were also conceivably within
range, and if the Germans lost control of these, it would be impossible to supply
the formations to the east of the river.

The increasingly alarming intelligence was largely correct — if anything, it
underestimated the strength of the Red Army. During much of 1941, Soviet
armaments production was badly disrupted as factories were hastily dismantled
and shipped east, but even during this period the Soviet Union continued to
produce more tanks than Germany. By early 1942, the factories had been
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reconstructed safe from German interference, sometimes in relatively primitive
conditions; workers in the cluster of tank factories around Chelyabinsk — which
earned itself the nickname of “Tankograd’ in the Soviet press — often worked in
unheated buildings, many without glazing in their windows or even intact roofs.
By the summer, there were sufficient tanks to create first two, then four new tank
armies, but it is important to understand the difference in size and capability of
Soviet formations in comparison to German ones. In 1942, a tank army consisted
of two tank corps and a rifle division; each tank corps had three tank brigades
and a motorised infantry brigade, with a total armoured strength of 20 heavy
KV-1 tanks, 40 T-34s, and 40 light tanks. Such a corps was in fighting strength
the equivalent of a weak panzer division, so a tank army could be considered as
roughly the equivalent of a reinforced panzer division or an understrength panzer
corps. On 6 July 1942, as the German Fourth Panzer Army fought its way into
the western parts of Voronezh, the new Fifth Tank Army, commanded by Major
General Alexander Ilyich Lizyukov, launched a counterattack; partly as a result of
inexperience and partly due to logistic difficulties, the attack was made piecemeal
with a single tank corps on the first day and the rest of the tank army being
thrown in over the subsequent two days. Even this might have succeeded if
Lizyukov had been opposed by infantry, but it was his and his army’s misfortune
that the German 24th Panzer Division, created in the winter from the personnel
of the Wehrmacht’s only cavalry division, lay in their path and was able to smash
each attack in turn. Within a week, Fifth Tank Army had lost over 8,000 men
and 73 of its tanks.” Lizyukov was demoted and assigned to command II Tank
Corps; on 23 July, he was ordered to attack again but his brigades found
themselves isolated and surrounded. Lizyukov commandeered one of the few
heavyweight KV-1 tanks available and set off to try to reach his isolated units, but
ran into tough German defences. Although the armour of the KV-1 proved
impervious to most German anti-tank shells, the vehicle was immobilised and
then overrun by infantry, and Lizyukov was killed.?

Despite these setbacks, the Soviet forces continued to learn. Colonel Pavel
Alexeyevich Rotmistrov was at the time the chief of staff of a mechanised corps,
and wrote a frank analysis of the failure of the tank corps:

The difficulty is that while there isn’t much difference in speed between the light
(T-60) tank and the medium (T-34) tank on the roads, when moving across
country the light tanks are quickly left behind. The heavy (KV) tank is already
behind and often crushes bridges, which cuts off units behind it. Under battlefield

conditions, this has meant that too often the T-34 alone arrived; the light tanks
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had difficulty fighting the German tanks anyway, and the KVs were delayed in the
rear. It was also difficult to command these companies because occasionally they

were equipped with different types of radios or none at all.”

In response to this and other reports, Lieutenant General lakov Nikolayevich
Fedorenko, deputy defence minister and head of the tank and mechanised troops
directorate, initiated a series of changes. Crew training was improved, particularly
to promote cooperation between individual vehicles and small units. More radios
were to be fitted to tanks, and handles welded to their hulls to allow infantry to
ride on them as they went into battle. The KV-1s were withdrawn from tank
brigades, which became made up of a mixture of T-34s and T-70s, and the overall
strength of the brigade was increased to 60 tanks, so that a tank corps fielded 180
in all, making it a far better match for a German panzer division. The artillery
component of the corps was also steadily enhanced, at least on paper, but it
proved difficult in the short term to provide sufficient guns to satisfy the new
establishment tables that were drawn up. Regardless of this, the main weakness
remained in command and tactical skill. As a result, disasters like Lizyukov’s
disjointed counterattack continued to fritter away the hard-gained resources of
the Soviet forces.

During the chaotic retreats of 1941, many Red Army units had continued to
fight until they were wiped out and their few survivors were then cobbled
together hastily into new formations; now, with much of the Eastern Front far
quieter, there was time to pull degraded units out of the front line and bring
them back up to strength with fresh drafts and to replace their lost equipment.
The replenished units were then redeployed in quiet sectors to allow their new
recruits time to learn their craft; instead of being thrown into the fire of battle in
formations made up entirely of inexperienced men, the new troops of the Red
Army learned to fight side by side with the survivors of the previous year and had
the opportunity to learn from their experiences. Relationships between officers of
different ranks and the men they commanded became more established and
mutual trust and confidence grew as a result. If they were used judiciously, if a
good operational opportunity presented itself, the units of the Red Army would
be a far more formidable proposition for the Wehrmacht.

First, though, the German thrust towards Stalingrad and the Caucasus had to
be brought to a halt, and trying to achieve this continued to cost the Russians
major losses. Whilst Vatutin’s Voronezh Front had succeeded in securing the
northern ‘shoulder’ of the German advance, the intended bastion on the southern
side — Rostov — fell to the advancing Germans on 23 July, the same day that
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Lizyukov was killed. This was a major setback for the Red Army; having been
caught off-guard by the German drive in the south, it was still scrambling to
respond, and after capturing Rostov — and overrunning the Crimea — the
Wehrmacht was in position to exploit its gains on a broad front. The local Red
Army units were far too weak to cover the vast spaces that now formed the
battlefield.

Nevertheless, an attempt had to be made to stop the Germans from reaching
Stalingrad and the Volga. Two tank armies — First and Fourth — were available,
but both were significantly below establishment strength and only First Tank
Army was ready to attack. Its formations were thrown into the fighting as the
Germans approached the Don crossings at Kalach; by mid-August, it had ceased
to exist. Nevertheless, the German advance was slowed. Just as the Red Army was
struggling to cover the terrain, so too the Germans were finding it much harder
to concentrate forces, especially given the poor roads. The increasingly long
northern flank of the advance along the Don had to be covered by the infantry
divisions of the German Sixth Army, leaving it with reduced forces for dealing
with the Russian defenders around Kalach. Gradually, the armies of Germany’s
allies — the Hungarians, Italians and Romanians — replaced Sixth Army’s infantry
formations along the Don, and these infantry divisions were sequentially added
to the forces trying to reach Stalingrad; however, torn between the need to keep
up attacks before the Russians could strengthen their lines and the need to pause
to concentrate troops, General Friedrich Paulus, commander of Sixth Army, felt
obliged to choose the former. As a result, the intermittent trickle of German
divisions was more or less matched by the ability of the Red Army to send
reinforcements to the area. Casualties rose steadily, and despite repeated requests
from Paulus it proved impossible to secure adequate replacements. His infantry
formations had started the campaign below full strength, and their steady losses
through the summer left them increasingly weakened.

If the Red Army couldn’t stop the Wehrmacht, Hitler could. The failure to
complete the capture of Voronezh left a strongpoint from which the Soviet forces
could threaten the entire flank of the German advance, but the Fiihrer’s
impatience to pursue his greater goals in the south prevailed. Fourth Panzer
Army was ordered south to help Kleist’s First Panzer Army force the crossings
over the lower Don so that it could drive on towards the Caucasus. When it was
given, the order might have made sense, as Kleist was encountering substantial
resistance and there was a possibility that, by concentrating sufficient mobile
forces in the area, the Germans could destroy the Russian units trying to defend
the river line. But by the time Hoth arrived on the Don, the Soviet forces had
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made good their escape. Resistance thereafter was almost non-existent, and once
across the lower Don, Kleist’s units rolled south as fast as fuel supplies would
allow. Meanwhile, having contributed nothing to Army Group A’s task — other
than creating two major traffic jams, one as he passed behind Sixth Army and
one on the approaches to the lower Don — Hoth was ordered to turn northeast
and actack towards Stalingrad. The depleted divisions of the German Sixth Army
were finding it hard to make progress as a steady flow of Russian reserve
formations was deployed in their path. Had Fourth Panzer Army been available
to lead the way to Stalingrad from the northwest, as had originally been intended
before it was diverted first to the south and then ordered to attack Stalingrad
from the southwest, it is likely that Sixth Army would have been in possession of
the city and the west bank of the lower Volga before the Red Army could shore
up its defences. Instead, it found itself drawn into an increasingly bitter battle of
attrition in the ruins of Stalingrad. The losses suffered by its infantry divisions
were now causing serious concern, and these casualties were augmented by
another factor — Oberst Wilhelm Adam, Paulus” adjutant, noted with increasing
concern that illness was as great a drain on the strength of German divisions as
enemy action.” Regardless of the opinions of Hitler about the weakness of the
Red Army, field commanders grew steadily more uneasy. Compared with the
previous year, few prisoners were being taken. Hitler continued to interpret this
as a sign that the Red Army was running out of men; the soldiers in the front
line, however, increasingly feared that the Russians were preserving their strength
for the coming battles.

It was a year of huge swings of the pendulum. At the beginning of 1942, the
Wehrmacht was reeling from its failure to take Moscow and the subsequent
Soviet counterattacks. In the weeks that followed, Stalin’s over-eagerness to
launch offensive operations handed back the initiative to the Germans, who
first crushed the Red Army drive towards Kharkov and then opened up their
own major offensive. As autumn began, the pendulum was swinging back.
Sixth Army and large parts of Fourth Panzer Army were stuck in bloody
street-fighting in Stalingrad, while Kleist’s First Panzer Army ran out of steam
— and supplies — in the Caucasus foothills. Increasingly, the Germans found
that they lacked the logistic capability to support both the advance into the
Caucasus and the huge demands of Sixth Army in Stalingrad. The simultaneous
pursuit of both objectives had only made sense if the Red Army had been
decisively defeated, and as the year drew on it was clear that this was not the
case. Even when supplies were available, the attempts to mount diverging
operations placed intolerable strains on combat units — the Luftwaffe could
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provide air support for attacks in the Caucasus or in Stalingrad, but not for
both at the same time.

The long flank running from Voronezh to Stalingrad began to look increasingly
vulnerable. With the bulk of Army Group B’s German formations engaged in
the huge battle on the shores of the Volga, security for its flanks passed to the
Romanian Third Army to the northwest and the Romanian Fourth Army to
the south. The Third Army consisted of ten divisions, covering a front of about
100 miles (170km); the Fourth Army was still in the process of completing its
assembly in late November 1942, with seven divisions covering an even greater
distance of 120 miles (200km). Beyond the Romanian sector to the north was
the Italian Eighth Army of ten Italian and two German divisions, followed by the
Hungarian Second Army of 12 Hungarian and two German divisions. Politics
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played a part in the manner in which Germany’s allies lined up along the Don.
At the end of the First World War, Romania seized the region of Transylvania
from Hungary, and there continued to be considerable enmity between the two
nations. Consequently, it was considered expedient to ensure that their troops
did not come into contact and the Italians were inserted between them.

Had any of these allied armies been supported by strong German armoured
forces, or had they been present in sufficient strength to have substantial reserves
behind the front line, or if more German formations had been intercalated
amongst them, the troops from Germany’s Axis partners — weak in modern
artillery and anti-tank guns, and almost devoid of modern tanks — might have
been able to defend their positions reliably. Instead, it became increasingly clear
to both the Germans and the Russians that the sectors of the front held by the
Romanians in particular represented a great opportunity for a counteroffensive.
The sectors either side of Stalingrad lay within relatively easy striking range of the
Don estuary and the Sea of Azov — a successful Soviet advance to the coast might
result in the isolation of both Army Groups A and B. Even if the Red Army could
not reach the coast, it might encircle Sixth Army in Stalingrad, and if the Soviet
forces could reach Rostov, they would be astride the long supply lines on which
Army Group A in the Caucasus was dependent.

Even while the battle for Stalingrad was coming to a climax, the Red Army was
beginning to test the flanks of the great salient that ended at the city. The German
XIV Panzer Corps was tasked with defending the immediate northern side of
Stalingrad and came under repeated heavy attack during September. Although all
attacks were beaten off, there was a heavy cost, as Oberst Hans-Jiirgen Dingler, a
staff officer with 3rd Motorised Division, recorded, highlighting that it was not
only the Red Army that was hampered by poorly trained replacement drafts:

During these attacks our position seemed hopeless on more than one occasion. The
reinforcements in men and material we received from home were insufficient. Those
men who had no previous battle experience were quite useless in this hard fighting.
The losses they suffered from the first day in the fighting line were staggering. We
could not ‘acclimatise’ these people gradually to battle conditions by attaching them
to quiet sectors, because there were no such sectors at that time. Nor was it possible

to withdraw veterans from the front to give these raw recruits thorough training.
General Gustav von Wietersheim, commander of XIV Panzer Corps, was

amongst several senior commanders to express concern about the exposed flanks

of the Stalingrad bulge. With Sixth Army proving incapable of suppressing the
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last pockets of resistance within the city and his own divisions being steadily
worn down, he expressed doubt that he would be able to hold the northern flank
of the salient indefinitely, particularly as the line further to the northwest was
now defended by the weak Romanian Third Army. Wietersheim wrote to Paulus,
his superior, suggesting that it would be safer to conduct an orderly withdrawal
back to the line of the Don, where defences could be organised with greater
confidence. However, this would entail abandoning the shattered ruins of
Stalingrad and there was no possibility of Hitler ever agreeing to such a move,
now that possession of the city had assumed such importance. Wietersheim, who
had clashed with Hitler before the war and was clearly no favourite of the Fiihrer,
was dismissed and replaced by General Hans-Valentin Hube, whose 16th Panzer
Division was part of XIV Panzer Corps. General Viktor von Schwedler,
commander of IV Corps and heavily involved in the increasingly futile slaughter
in Stalingrad, specifically highlighted the peril of concentrating strength at the
point of an attack that had failed — a ‘dead Schwerpunks — and advocated the
movement of major forces to protect the flanks of the bulge, if necessary by
pulling out of Stalingrad itself. He too was dismissed. Field Marshal List,
commander of Army Group A, was removed for failing to achieve the conquests
expected of him, even though he had been deprived of air support and supplies
in favour of Stalingrad, and Hitler took direct command of the army group
himself. Halder, the increasingly embattled chief of staff at OKH, whose
relationship with Hitler had deteriorated badly through the second half of the
year as the magnitude of the risks faced by the Wehrmacht grew ever clearer, was
also sacked.

The post that Halder had occupied was hugely influential and everyone —
including Hitler — was aware that it was a potent counter-weight to the Fiihrer’s
military sway. Consequently, there was considerable interest in who should
replace Halder. Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, the head of OKW (Oberkommando
der Wehrmacht, Armed Forces High Command’, the replacement for the war
ministry and with overall command of German military operations outside the
Eastern Front), urged Hitler to appoint Field Marshal Erich von Manstein as
Halder’s replacement. Like Vasilevsky, Manstein would be a key personality in
the coming battles; the contrast between his origins and those of Vasilevsky could
hardly be greater.

Born Fritz Erich Georg Eduard von Lewinski, Manstein was the tenth child
of a Prussian general. His mother’s sister, married to Georg von Manstein, was
unable to have children and adopted the youngest of the Lewinski children,
together with another cousin, an arrangement that was relatively commonplace
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at the time. Although he was aware that the Mansteins were not his natural
parents, he always referred to them as ‘mother’ and ‘father’ and adopted their
surname without hesitation. The family — both natural and adoptive — had
extensive military links; one of his uncles was Paul von Hindenburg, who would
win fame as an army commander in the First World War and would play a pivotal
part in Hider’s rise to power when serving as president of Germany. As was
usually the case with Prussian families, Manstein effectively joined the army as a
child when he went to the junior cadet school in Holstein aged only 12; later, he
became a page at the royal court and then joined the 3rd Prussian Foot Guards.
In 1911, he was appointed adjutant to the regiments fusilier battalion, and when
he departed two years later to join the Koniglich Preussische Kriegsakademie
(‘Royal Prussian War Academy’) in Berlin to commence training as a staff officer,
his battalion commander described him in glowing colours as the best adjutant
he had ever known.*

Amongst Manstein’s contemporaries in the academy were Heinz Guderian,
who would lead German armoured troops with such distinction in the Second
World War, and Erich Hoepner, under whose command Manstein would serve
during the first months of Barbarossa. After completing only one of his three
years in Berlin, Manstein’s studies were interrupted by the outbreak of war. He
joined the 1st Guards Reserve Division and took part in the successful reduction
of the Belgian fortress of Namur before his division was transferred in haste to
the Eastern Front. He was involved in fighting in Poland in late 1914 and was
wounded, spending the next six months recovering from shoulder and knee
injuries. Thereafter, he held a number of staff posts both in the east and the west.
After the defeat of Germany, he demonstrated what would become one of his
hallmarks: precise and detailed staffwork, produced quickly, on this occasion to
organise the withdrawal of the division in which he was serving back to Germany.

Like many Prussian officers, Manstein found the abdication of the Kaiser
deeply unsettling. The entire officer corps had regarded itself as bound by personal
allegiance to their monarch, and now faced the difficult task of transferring their
loyalty to the state. Ultimately, it was this sense of loyalty that was exploited by
Hitler with the personal oath of allegiance, something that proved to be an
almost insurmountable barrier for most officers when it came to trying to
overthrow the Fithrer. But in 1918, such considerations lay far in the future.
Manstein became a member of the Reichswehr, serving in a variety of roles before
joining the Truppenamr (‘Troops Office’, the title under which the general staff
— banned under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles — continued to function) as
head of the operational planning staff. Here, he drew up plans for how the
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Reichswehr — restricted to only 100,000 men — could be expanded rapidly into a
much larger army should the need and opportunity arise. He was also involved
in developing close cooperation with the Soviet Union, which allowed Germany
to evade many of the restrictions imposed at Versailles.

Hitler’s accession to power occurred when Manstein was a battalion
commander in Kolberg on the Baltic coast. Like many Prussian officers, he
found the Nazis generally distasteful, and when Goering visited the town,
Manstein used the opportunity to make a small gesture of protest; instead of
reporting to Goering with his honour guard, Manstein instructed the guard
party’s officer to report to the regimental commander, who then invited
Goering to inspect the soldiers. It was only the smallest of snubs, but some
have seen in this the roots of Goering’s antipathy for the future field marshal.?!
Manstein’s intervention on behalf of a part-Jewish doctor in Kolberg, a
decorated veteran of the First World War who was being threatened with
dismissal by local Party authorities, also did little to endear him to the Nazi
hierarchy and in 1934, when he became chief of staft to Wehrkreiskommando
III — the military district responsible for the Berlin area — he wrote to General
Ludwig Beck, chief of the Truppenamst, to protest about regulations that
forbade Jews from becoming or remaining officials either in the civil service or
the military. However, these acts do not necessarily reflect a rejection of Nazi
ideology regarding the Jews; the letter to Beck accepted that the legal and
medical professions contained far too many Jews and that they would have to
be ‘cleansed’, but regarded military duty as a different matter entirely. Soldiers
were expected to be willing to lay down their lives for their nation, argued
Manstein, and should therefore not be placed in a position where someone
might question their right to be regarded as full citizens. He suggested that the
Wehrmacht should be responsible for deciding the fitness or otherwise of those
within its ranks to continue in service, based upon whether the individuals
concerned had behaved consistently like pure-blooded Germans and possessed
no foreign characteristics that might affect their behaviour. Even with these
dilutions and qualifications, Manstein’s letter led to some, including General
Werner von Blomberg, the German War Minister, to contemplate disciplinary
action. Beck — protecting his protégé in the same manner that Shaposhnikov
protected Vatutin during Stalin’s purges — succeeded in preventing any action
being taken, and it was the last time that Manstein ventured into such political
hot water.

In 1935, Manstein continued on his rising trajectory and became head of
the general staff’s operations branch. This was a period in which radical ideas
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about armoured warfare were clashing with more traditional views, and perhaps
for the first time in his career Manstein found himself holding a different
opinion from his conservatively minded mentor, Beck. Manstein accepted
Guderian’s views about independent panzer divisions forming the spearhead of
the army, but also campaigned for armoured support for the infantry. This led
to a paper in 1935 in which he started by reminding readers that mobile
horse-drawn artillery had been added to infantry divisions in 1918 to help
them overcome resistance from improvised defences, which — particularly if
they possessed a few machine-guns — could bring an advance to an abrupt halt.
With the advent of mechanised warfare, Manstein argued that there was a need
for motorised assault artillery.> After some initial resistance, the concept
rapidly gained ground and the first turretless Sturmgeschiitz or assault guns
began to enter service in 1937. Manstein had wished to have a battalion of
three batteries — each with four or six assault guns — per infantry division, with
additional assault guns assigned to panzer divisions, but providing so many
weapons and crews was beyond the resources of German military industry,
especially at a time when the Wehrmacht was expanding at a huge rate. The
assault guns were ultimately deployed mainly in independent battalions, but
consistently proved to be powerful assets both as infantry support and in
anti-tank roles.

Manstein’s time in the operations directorate was followed by a spell as deputy
quartermaster-general, and thereafter he was appointed as commander of
18th Infantry Division, replacing Hermann Hoth, who would cross paths with
Manstein in the critical weeks of late 1942 and early 1943. In 1938, Beck urged his
fellow senior officers to resign en masse in protest at Germany’s slide towards a war
that he was convinced his nation would lose; unable to persuade them to stand by
him, he resigned alone in August and commenced on a path that would lead to his
involvement in, and death as a consequence of, the July Plot of 1944. Manstein
regretted both his own posting to 18th Infantry Division and Beck’s resignation,
not least because he had aspirations of replacing Beck personally one day. Instead,
the post went to Franz Halder, creating considerable ill will between the two men.?

As war approached, Manstein became chief of staff of Army Group South,
which would be led by Generaloberst Gerd von Runstedt into Poland. He drew
up the army groups operational plans, involving the concentration of its
armoured assets in a powerful drive on Warsaw, and his rapid and innovative
staffwork helped turn the crisis caused by a Polish counterattack into a decisive
victory during the Battle of the Bzura. It was an important moment in the
development both of Manstein and the German Army, as he later wrote:
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[The battle] was not one which could be planned from the outset through
penetration of the enemy front by powerful tank formations, but arose from
counter-moves made on the German side when the enemys own actions

unexpectedly gave us our big opportunity.>*

It was this ability to improvise during operations, and the leadership skill to
execute such improvisations, that was as much a part of Germany’s early successes
in the war as the panzer divisions; they were powerful weapons, but it was the
flexible manner in which they were wielded that led to victory. But whilst this
observation by Manstein is entirely accurate, his further comments — that ‘the
troops had a purely military battle to fight, and for that reason it had still been
possible to fight chivalrously’ is naive at best and utterly misleading at worst.
Whilst later fighting in the east was on a far more brutal scale, the Polish campaign
and its aftermath were marked with widespread atrocities against the Poles, and
although the SS played a leading role in these, many Wehrmacht units, notably
in Manstein’s Army Group South, were also involved. Leni Riefenstahl, the
German film director, visited the front line and witnessed either the killing of a
group of Jews in Koriskie or its aftermath; Manstein blamed the incident on a
nervous officer who over-reacted to panic in the town. He added in his memoirs
that the officer was court-martialled and sentenced to demotion and imprisonment
but that such measures were undermined by Hitler, who frequently issued
pardons and in 1941 removed the right of the army to prosecute cases involving
civilians on the Eastern Front. Whilst it is true that Hitler did issue pardons in
such cases, there is also evidence that on this occasion, prosecution only occurred
at the insistence of Riefenstahl.® In any event, this episode surely falls far short
of the ‘chivalrous’ conduct of war that Manstein described.

With Poland defeated, attention turned to the west and a further opportunity
arose for Manstein to demonstrate his growing expertise. On 9 October, Hitler
issued a directive relating to the further prosecution of the war. He started by
stating that if France and Britain were not willing to discuss peace after the
fall of Poland, he wished to strike as soon as possible — delay would benefit
the enemies of the Reich more than the Reich itself. To that end, an offensive
was to be launched on the northern flank through Luxembourg, Belgium and
the Netherlands as early as possible, with the intention of defeating as large a
part of the forces of the Western Powers as could be accomplished, while
securing sufficient territory to protect the Ruhr and to allow further conduct
of the war against Britain — i.e. the capture of the channel coast.** OKH
accordingly prepared a preliminary document outlining what would effectively
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be a mechanised version of the Schlieffen Plan that had failed to knock out the
French in 1914, the main difference being that the flanking movement would
also incorporate the Netherlands. Manstein was unimpressed by this proposal
and on behalf of Rundstedt’s army group he submitted a series of memoranda
criticising the plan. He argued that it represented what the Western Powers
would expect and was likely to run out of steam somewhere in northern France,
perhaps leading to the same drawn-out war of attrition that had occurred in the
First World War. There were perhaps also personal issues at stake: the OKH plan
would see Army Group B, facing Belgium and the Netherlands, as the primary
attacking force, leaving Rundstedt’s Army Group A, further south, to play only a
supporting role, though the arguments submitted by Manstein and Rundstedt
were strictly professional and logical. Furthermore, rather than aiming for what
would at best be only a partial victory, Manstein argued that Germany should
seek to lure British and French forces into Belgium and then annihilate them.
This would leave France fatally weakened and unable to continue the war. To that
end, he and Rundstedt proposed that Army Group B should make its attack
appear to be the main effort, while Army Group A would concentrate its striking
power for a powerful thrust through the Ardennes and Sedan to the channel
coast in northern France.

Unsurprisingly, OKH was unimpressed by this radical proposal, arguing that
there was insufficient strength available in Army Group A for such an operation.
Manstein responded (on behalf of Rundstedt) that this could be achieved by
transferring more forces to the south. But if OKH was not enthusiastic about the
plan, Hider thought otherwise. In November, he authorised the creation of a
mobile armoured group for an advance on Sedan under the command of
Guderian. When Manstein discussed the matter with Guderian, the latter replied
that an advance through the Ardennes was perfectly possible, but should be
conducted by a strike force of not just some of Germany’s panzer divisions, but
as many of them as possible. Discussions continued through the winter, and on
25 January there was a particularly heated encounter between Brauchitsch, the
commander-in-chief of the army, and the senior officers of Army Group A;
perhaps in response to this, Manstein received a new assignment just two days
later, as commander of XXXVIII Corps in Stettin, far from the impending
campaign.

By this stage, even Halder — who had initially been scornful about Army
Group A’s proposals — was coming to the conclusion that the proposed armoured
force for the thrust to Sedan was too weak and would require far more force, thus
effectively shifting the main effort from Army Group B to Army Group A.
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The critical moment came on 17 February when Manstein and a group of fellow
officers were invited to a working breakfast in Hitler’s Reichkanzlei (Reich
Chancellery). Manstein was asked to stay when the others left and had a long
discussion about the plans for the west. The result was the adoption of Manstein’s
plan for an operation through the Ardennes to the channel coast via Sedan.
Whilst Manstein had shown great skill in improvising during the Battle of the
Bzura the previous year and had played a leading role in the operational plans of
Army Group South prior to the invasion of Poland, this was the first time that he
had devised an operation making use of most of Germany’s mechanised forces,
and against a far more formidable foe than the brave but outgunned Polish Army.
The success of the German attack through the Ardennes, codenamed Sichelschnitt
(‘sickle cut’), demonstrated his mastery of operational thinking at every level,
combining an accurate assessment of the striking power of mechanised troops,
the value of surprise, the use of air power to substitute for slower moving artillery,
and how to interpret his shrewd assessment of the expectations and intentions of
the enemy.

Manstein’s XXXVIII Corps played no role in the dramatic dash to the channel
in the opening phase of the great campaign in the west. Instead, his divisions
were in the second echelon and were tasked with defending the southern flank of
the advance. By the end of May, he was involved in fighting off disjointed British
and French attempts to strike at the Somme crossings, and in June he led his
infantry corps in a swift advance across France. He had no armoured forces under
his command, so he improvised as best he could; using what vehicles were
available, he created motorised detachments that pushed ahead as rapidly as
possible, leading personally and urging his tired men forward in the ideal manner
of an outstanding officer, setting an example for others to emulate. His
observations serve as a summary for anyone aspiring to leadership in any role,
military or otherwise:

The example and bearing of officers and other soldiers who are responsible for
leadership has a decisive effect on the troops. The officer who in the face of the
enemy displays coolness and courage carries his troops with him. He also must
win their affections and earn their trust through his understanding of their

feelings, their way of thinking, and through selfless care for them.?”
The speed of advance of Manstein’s infantry was astonishing. They swept forward

over the Somme, Seine and Loire, some foot elements covering over 40 miles

(70km) per day, and averaging about 18 miles (30km). The feat earned him the
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Khnights Cross; he had demonstrated in just a few months that in addition to
being an original and innovative operational planner, he was also a master of the
tactical battle. After spending much of the rest of 1940 preparing his corps for an
amphibious assault on the English coast, he was transferred east in early 1941 to
take command of LVI Motorised Corps, later renamed LVI Panzer Corps. It was
a command that he had long desired and one he embraced with enthusiasm.

LVI Motorised Corps consisted of 8th Panzer Division, 3rd Motorised
Infantry Division, and 290th Infantry Division. In the coming attack on the
Soviet Union, its primary task was to secure crossings over the Daugava gorge at
Daugavpils, and the manner in which this was executed highlighted all the
strengths of German command and training. True to the principles of
Aufiragstaktik (‘task-oriented tactics’), Manstein specified what was required
without dictating how it was to be achieved and gave his subordinates freedom
to innovate as required. Generalmajor Erich Brandenberger, commander of 8th
Panzer Division, rapidly switched the axis of his attack when the initial main
thrust ran into strong resistance and proceeded to burst through the Soviet
defences, spreading confusion and chaos as his troops surged forward, reaching
and capturing the crossings at Daugavpils within four days — an advance of
196 miles (315km). Despite both his flanks being completely exposed,
Brandenburger, with Manstein’s knowledge and consent, gave his men freedom
to proceed at full speed, relying on confusion and pace for security. Thereafter,
progress was slower — Hoepner, Manstein’s superior, demanded a pause while
neighbouring units caught up, and the Red Army began to recover its balance —
but the true source of the reluctance to press on was almost certainly higher. Field
Marshal Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb, commander of Army Group North, was from
the conservative wing of the army and unwilling to allow Hoepner’s two
motorised corps to thrust into the Soviet hinterland alone; in any event, logistic
difficulties made the pause inevitable.

Shortly after, Manstein’s troops came under attack from the Soviet Eleventh
Army, commanded by Vatutin — the first encounter between the two men on the
battlefield. The German 8th Panzer Division suffered heavy losses and was
removed from Manstein’s command, and he spent an increasingly frustrated few
weeks dealing with mutually contradictory tasks — on the one hand, Hoepner’s
panzer group (as panzer armies were known at the time) was meant to lead an
advance to Leningrad, but on the other hand the rapidly diverging axes of attack
along the entire front required the panzer divisions to be used to help maintain
continuity, particularly in the face of repeated Soviet counterattacks. Shortly
after defeating one such counterattack and effectively destroying General Kusma

45



ON A KNIFE'S EDGE

Maximovich Kachanov’s Thirty-Fourth Army — which resulted in Kachanov
being court-martialled and executed — Manstein was assigned to a new command:
he was sent south to lead the German Fleventh Army, tasked with the conquest
of the Crimea.

Manstein’s new command was largely infantry, and it took him several
months to achieve his objectives. At first, it seemed as if the Germans might
overrun the entire Crimea before the end of 1941, but the casualties suffered by
Manstein’s divisions and amphibious counterattacks by the Red Army resulted in
much of the initial German gains being overturned. Eventually, with substantial
air support, Eleventh Army was able to subdue the eastern Crimea in May 1942
before turning to the fortress of Sevastopol, widely regarded as one of the
strongest fortresses in the world. In the face of heavy resistance and considerable
casualties, Manstein carefully unpicked the city’s defences, completing its capture
in early July, for which he was promoted to field marshal.

With this triumph in siege warfare behind them, Manstein’s troops were to be
deployed in the far north to repeat the feat by capturing Leningrad; it was at this
point that Halder was dismissed, and Manstein’s name was suggested as a
replacement. Despite many feeling that Manstein was the best candidate as chief
of staff at OKH — indeed, that he should have been given the post in preference
to Halder when Beck resigned — Hitler rejected the suggestion on the grounds
that Manstein was needed for the planned campaign in the north. The true
reasons are probably far more complex. Manstein now had a reputation as
perhaps the best strategist and operational expert in the army, and Siegfried
Westphal, who as a staff captain had been his subordinate in the years before the
war, sums up many of his characteristics:

[He] was a pleasant man, a military genius. He demonstrated that in every
position during the Second World War. He worked unbelievably quickly;
impatiently, he couldn’t stand long presentations. He was a generous superior
officer, a complete gentleman, but an uncomfortable subordinate. He didn’t have

too many friends amongst his peers.”®

On an earlier occasion — at the end of 1941 — when Manstein’s possible transfer
from the Eastern Front to high command in Berlin had been discussed, Hitler
had also been ambivalent, telling Halder that whilst Manstein was a genial
personality, he was too independent to fit comfortably with the manner in which
the Fithrer worked.”” It was therefore no surprise that Keitel’s suggestion of
Manstein replacing Halder was turned down. The new chief of staff at OKH
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would be General Kurt Zeitzler, a man who had held a succession of staff posts
in which he had excelled and had a reputation as a logistics expert, and was a far
more pliant individual than Manstein. For the moment at least, Manstein
remained with Eleventh Army.

On 26 October, a day after he had attended the funeral of Leutnant Pepo
Specht, a favourite aide-de-camp who was killed in an air crash while en route to
take up a new post, Manstein flew to Vinnitsa where Hitler had established his
headquarters to receive his marshal’s baton personally from the Fiihrer. The
independent-minded field marshal took the opportunity to have a frank
discussion with Hitler about the growing weakness of German infantry divisions:

With such high losses as we were bound to have in the east while fighting an
enemy as tough as the Russians, it was vitally important that the infantry
regiments should always be brought back up to strength with the minimum
possible delay. But when replacements never arrived on time — and none had ever
done so since the Russian campaign began — the infantry had to go into action far
below their proper strength, with the inevitable result that the fighting troops

became more and more worn down as time went on.*

What particularly irritated Manstein was the fact that there were plenty of
personnel available to make good the losses of the infantry. The Luftwaffe had
long been regarded as lavishly over-manned by the army, and there were repeated
proposals for 170,000 men to be transferred to the army after the Russian
campaign began. Goering was unwilling to lose such a large body of men and
persuaded Hitler to authorise the creation of 22 Luftwafle field divisions instead,
on the grounds that Luftwaffe personnel were politically more attuned to
National Socialism than the army, which remained suspiciously conservative as
far as the Party was concerned. Manstein had no doubt that this decision was
sheer folly:

Considering what a wide choice had been open to the Luftwaffe in making its
selections for these divisions, they were doubtless composed of first-class soldiers.
Had they been drafted to army divisions as replacements in autumn 1941 to
maintain the latter at their full fighting strength, the German Army might well
have been saved most of the emergencies of the winter of 1941-42. But to form
these excellent troops into divisions within the framework of the Luftwaffe was
sheer lunacy. Where were they to get the necessary close-combat training and

practice in working with other formations? Where were they to get the battle
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experience so vital in the east? And where was the Luftwafte to find divisional,
regimental and battalion commanders?

I covered all these aspects in detail during that talk with Hitler and a little
later set them out in a memorandum I drafted for his attention. He listened to my
arguments attentively enough, but insisted that he had already given the matter

his fullest consideration and must stick to his decision.!

Goering had already specified that these divisions — lighter in manpower than
regular army divisions, and far less capable militarily — would only be suitable for
defensive duties on quiet areas of the front. Several were now sent to protect the
flanks of Army Group B, and far from being in a quiet sector, they would find
themselves caught up in a desperate battle to prevent total collapse.

Whilst the memoirs of figures like Manstein place a great deal of blame upon
Hitler for the manner in which events unfolded in 1942, there is evidence that
the Fiithrer was acutely aware of the possible threat, particularly to the northern
flank of Army Group B. As early as 16 August, the war diary of OKW recorded:

'The Fiihrer is concerned that Stalin will recall the classic Russian attack of 1920,
i.e. an attack over the Don roughly at Serafimovich thrusting towards Rostov, as
the Bolsheviks undertook and completed with great success against General
Wrangel’s White Russian Army in 1920. He fears that the Italian Eighth Army,
which guards this sector of the Don, will not be able to hold back such an attack,
and therefore insists anew that 22nd Panzer Division should be deployed behind

the Italians as soon as possible after it has been replenished.”

Formed in September 1941, 22nd Panzer Division was thrown into the Eastern
Front before it was ready for combat in early 1942 and consequently suffered
heavy losses. It was equipped predominantly with the Pz.35(t) tank, a Czech
design that was effectively obsolete by the beginning of the war with the Soviet
Union. Although the division remained on the Eastern Front and saw further
fighting in defeating the Red Army’s disastrous drive towards Kharkov and
helped in the later German advance on Rostov, it was a victim of supply priorities.
At a time when so much materiel was being consumed in Stalingrad, bringing
the division back to full strength was something that received scant attention.
Together with the Romanian 1st Armoured Division, which had an almost
identical tank in its ranks, 22nd Panzer Division was deployed in support of
Army Group B’s northern flank as XIVIII Panzer Corps. Due to fuel shortages,
the crews of the German division’s tanks dug several of their tanks into defensive
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positions and put straw inside them in an attempt to provide protection against
frost damage; the straw attracted mice, which proceeded to damage the wiring of
many of the tanks, reducing the division’s strength still further. Demands for
small groups of vehicles to be sent to support individual Romanian and Italian
units on the front line left the division spread out and completely unable to
function as a coherent force that might launch an effective counterattack against
any future Russian assault.

The Red Army was indeed planning such assaults. First considerations were
given as early as September and the first proposals were rapidly adopted, both
codenamed after planets of the solar system. Mars would be a determined assault
on the Rzhev salient to the west of Moscow in order to eliminate once and for all
the German threat to the Soviet capital, and Uranus would see Soviet forces
striking at both the exposed flanks of the German Sixth Army in Stalingrad in
order to envelop it and destroy it. Shortly after the execution of Uranus, a further
plan — Saturn — was devised, striking towards Rostov and the Sea of Azov in order
to isolate and eliminate all German forces east of the Don and in the Caucasus.
In his memoirs, Vasilevsky describes Mars as a diversionary attack, but this was
far from the case; it involved more Soviet forces than were committed in the
south for Uranus, and the fighting that raged for a month from late November
was merely the preliminary step of planned operations against the German Army
Group Centre. Mars was to be followed by Jupiter, which would destroy all
German forces east of Smolensk. In the event, Mars was a costly failure and
Jupiter was therefore never put into effect. The Red Army lost over 300,000 dead,
wounded and taken prisoner; German losses were about 40,000.“ However, it
had an important consequence on the fighting further south: under such pressure,
the German Army Group Centre could not spare any troops to fight elsewhere.

And it was elsewhere that the decisive turning point in the war on the Eastern
Front would come: not before Moscow, where the two armies had struggled for
supremacy in late 1941, and where Stalin had expected a renewal of the German
effort for much of the following year. It was Uranus that would create the crisis
that enveloped the Wehrmacht and appeared to open the way for the Soviet
Union to defeat Germany entirely.
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THE HAMMER FALLS: URANUS

Just as Hitler and others looked at the flanks of Sixth Army — particularly to the
north — with concern, senior Soviet figures were also considering their options.
On 12 September, Vasilevsky, Zhukov and Stalin met to discuss once again the
ultimate failure of the previous winter’s counteroffensives, and how to proceed in
the coming months. Zhukov started by describing — not for the first time — the
way in which the attacking armies had lacked sufficient tanks and artillery to
guarantee success; at the very least, he continued, these factors had to be remedied,
and adequate air support would have to be available. He and Vasilevsky were sent
away to discuss the issue and to return the following day with concrete plans.
When they did so, they outlined what they had spent a day debating: the
weakness of the German position in the south. If all German attention could
be kept on the city of Stalingrad, Zhukov suggested, the Wehrmacht would be
unable to release sufficient reinforcements to strengthen the positions of
the Romanian troops on either flank. By committing all its reserves to assaults on
these flanks, Stavka could ensure local superiority leading to rapid breakthroughs.
The German Sixth Army could be encircled in Stalingrad where it would be
destroyed, and the strategic initiative would lie with the Red Army.! The northern
attack would start from the bridgeheads held by the Red Army at Kremenskaya
and Serafimovich, about 100 miles (161km) from Stalingrad, while the southern
attack would be launched from the salt lakes about 50 miles (80km) south of the
city. After his two generals had outlined their plan on a map, Stalin suggested an
alteration, moving the points of attack closer to Stalingrad and thus shortening
the distance that the attacking forces would have to travel to meet and isolate the
Germans. Zhukov refused; if the counteroffensive were closer to the city, he told
Stalin, the German forces in Stalingrad would find it far easier to redeploy and
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block the Red Army’s columns. After further discussion, Stalin agreed. The plan
was adopted and under conditions of strict secrecy Vasilevsky was tasked with the
detailed staffwork to turn the outline into reality, and applied himself with his
customary energy and diligence.

At this stage, further exploitation of any success by advancing to Rostov and
the Sea of Azov — an operation that became known as Sazmurn — was purely a
speculative suggestion. The priority was to achieve two breakthroughs, for the
two columns to link up and isolate the German Sixth Army, and for the
surrounded German troops to be destroyed rapidly. When the three men met
again on 28 September, Vasilevsky was able to describe the planned operation in
far more detail. The northern pincer of the encirclement would require a larger
proportion of the attacking forces than the southern pincer as its troops had the
greatest distance to travel; Vasilevsky also took account of the German XLVIII
Panzer Corps that was deployed in support of the Romanian Third Army,
showing an awareness that even a relatively weak German armoured formation
might pose a serious threat. Soviet field armies were grouped together in ‘fronts’
and a new such group — Southwest Front — was to be created along the Don to
conduct the northern part of the planned encirclement. Its commander would be
Vatutin, who had already distinguished himself in the defence of Voronezh, and
he would have Sixty-Third and Twenty-First Armies and the rebuilt Fifth Tank
Army at his disposal. The rest of the Soviet line was also reorganised. Between
Vatutin’s Southwest Front and Stalingrad would be a new group, the Don Front.
Until now, this sector had been covered by Stalingrad Front, commanded by
Licutenant General Vasili Nikolayevich Gordov, a capable if somewhat
unimaginative officer. In order to make his command more manageable, it had
already been broken up in August, with its southern elements forming Southeast
Front under General Andrei Ivanovich Yeremenko. When further elements of
Gordov’s command were now removed to form the new Don Front, Yeremenko’s
Southeast Front took over control of the Soviet forces in Stalingrad itself and was
renamed Stalingrad Frong; at first, Stalin appeared to want to appoint Gordov as
commander of Don Front, but Vasilevsky and Zhukov advised an alternative.

They preferred Konstantin Konstantinovich Rokossovsky, a half-Polish officer
who had been an ardent disciple of Tukhashevsky before the war. This had
brought him into conflict with individuals like Marshal Semyon Mikhailovich
Budenny;, a close friend of Stalin who continued to promote the use of cavalry in
future conflicts. Rokossovsky also spent considerable time in the Soviet Far East
under the command of Marshal Vasily Konstantinovich Blyucker, and when the
latter came under suspicion during Stalin’s purges in the late 1930s, Rokossovsky
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was arrested and imprisoned on charges of spying. The basis of these charges was
tenuous — Rokossovsky was accused of conspiring with the Japanese and
deliberately failing to train his troops properly — and he was beaten and mistreated
in attempts to persuade him to sign a confession, which he steadfastly refused to
do. Thereafter, he was imprisoned in Leningrad undil the summer of 1940, when
he was released without any explanation and allowed to return to the army. He
was in command of a mechanised corps when war with Germany broke out and
led his troops in a counterattack in the Battle of Brody. When it became clear
that the ill-coordinated Soviet forces were no match for the opposing German
formations, Rokossovsky’s front commander, Mikhail Petrovich Kirponos,
attempted to call off the counterattack but was overruled by Zhukov; ultimately,
Rokossovsky took it upon himself to extricate his own troops.?

In mid-July, Rokossovsky was sent to Smolensk where he was to take
command of Fourth Army, but the rapidly developing German envelopment of
the forces of Western Front forced a change of plan; Timoshenko, commander
of Western Front, ordered Rokossovsky to form ‘Group Yartsevo' out of
whatever units he could scrape together in an attempt to hold back the
Germans. Using a mixture of retreating formations — some of which had
escaped German encirclements — and a trickle of reinforcements from the east,
he fought to hold open the lines of retreat for forces further to the west. In
September he took command of the Soviet Sixteenth Army, a formation
brought back to something approaching full strength by the use of several
penal battalions, and he and his men fought with distinction in the Battle of
Moscow. Shortly after he was wounded and when he recovered he was given
command of Bryansk Front, to the northwest of Voronezh. It was from this
post that he was now summoned to take command of the new Don Front. He
would have control of Sixty-Fifth Army (which had been formed from the
remnants of, and would shortly be reconstituted as, Fourth Tank Army), and
Twenty-Fourth and Sixty-Sixth Armies.

The southern pincer of the operation would be commanded by Yeremenko,
and he would receive reinforcements — four tank corps and two mechanised
corps — for his Fifty-Seventh and Fifty-First Armies. The son of a peasant family,
Yeremenko was born near Kharkov and like Vasilevsky served in the southern
sector of the Eastern Front during the First World War. He was an early recruit
into the ranks of the Bolshevik forces and fought in Budenny’s First Cavalry
Army. In 1939, he commanded VI Cavalry Corps and led it into Poland as part
of the Soviet occupation of the eastern parts of the country; despite being
hamstrung by fuel shortages and having to request resupply by air merely to keep
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his men moving, he managed to complete his mission successfully and was given
command of the First Far Eastern Army. When Barbarossa began he was
summoned back to Moscow and given command of Western Front — the previous
incumbent, Dmitri Gregoreyevich Pavlov, had been dismissed for incompetence
and was soon to be arrested and executed. He had overall command of the Soviet
forces that held up the German advance at Smolensk and was wounded in the
fighting; thereafter, he was transferred to Bryansk Front and fought unsuccessfully
to stop the thrust by German armoured forces that enveloped Kiev from the
north. His weakened armies then had to deal with the renewed German attack
towards Moscow and were largely surrounded and destroyed; Yeremenko was
wounded again and spent the rest of the battle recovering in a Moscow hospital.
InJanuary 1942 he commanded Fourth Shock Army in the winter counteroffensive
and his successes helped create the Rzhev Salient, scene of so much bloodshed in
the months that followed. Despite being wounded again, he was then transferred
to the south and given command of Southeast Front; in this role he oversaw
much of the fighting to the west of and in Stalingrad. Even when elements of his
command were broken off to create Gordov’s Stalingrad Front, he continued to
have authority over Gordov. His experiences had taught him the value of using
armour en masse rather than in small packages and the importance of air power,
a lesson learned from operating under German air superiority for much of 1941.
Having launched a successful winter offensive operation the previous year, he
would now have an opportunity to repeat the feat.

Zhukov and Vasilevsky visited the front line near Stalingrad, Zhukov
concentrating on the northern sector and Vasilevsky the southern. In keeping
with Stalin’s insistence on absolute secrecy, they briefed the front commanders
personally, limiting the information they gave to a strict need-to-know basis and
forbidding any radio or written discussions. In mid-October, Don Front ordered
the evacuation of all civilians within 15 miles of the front line, both to prevent
security breaches and to free up accommodation for the soldiers who were
beginning to assemble. The strain of preparation was immense in almost every
area. Troops had to be moved from strategic reserve to their deployment areas,
mainly at night to avoid detection by the Germans. Railway lines had to be
improved and roads built, and new bridges were required across the Volga and
Don — to prevent the Germans from detecting them and either interdicting them
or realising that they were the prelude to a build-up of troops, most were
constructed so that they were just below the surface of the water. The scale of the
operation was immense: Yeremenko's forces south of the city transferred 111,000
men, 420 tanks and 556 artillery pieces across the Volga in just three weeks,
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together with thousands of tons of ammunition, fuel and supplies, a feat even
more remarkable when one remembers that the river was full of ice floes at the
time.? Aside from the movement of so many men, tanks, guns, ammunition, fuel
and other supplies, the formations had to be prepared for the coming battle,
as Vasilevsky described:

There then began the practical work with the troops and commands on all fronts
and directly on the spot so as to deal with questions associated with the impending
operation. Paramount attention in the work within the troops was focused
primarily on practical elaboration of measures swiftly to break down and drive
through the enemy’s defences in tactical depth, carefully to select methods of
using each branch of the forces in actions within the operational interior of the
enemy with account for the specific tasks to be carried out, and questions of

coordination between the troops and their control.*

Despite all its care, the Red Army could not hide completely the enormous
preparations that were being carried out. Increasingly, the Germans became
aware of the Soviet build-up, but their interpretation of events was badly flawed.
The preparations for Mars — intended to be the final reduction of the Rzhev
Salient — were regarded by FHO (' Fremde Heere Ost’ or ‘Foreign Armies East’, the
German military intelligence section responsible for overall assessment of Soviet
intentions) as representing the main Soviet effort for the coming winter. Whilst
the growing concentration of forces on either side of Stalingrad was inevitably
detected, the strength of the Red Army units was greatly underestimated. In any
event, as Hitler reminded any doubters, the German forces on the northern flank
of Stalingrad had come under repeated attack during the autumn and — despite
some close calls — had repelled them all. The Red Army was simply not strong
enough to mount two major offensive operations and remained tactically inferior
to the Wehrmacht.> Additional anti-tank guns had been sent to the Romanians,
and this would suffice to safeguard the flanks against whatever weak effort the
Soviet forces made. Until now, the Romanian divisions had been armed with
37mm anti-tank guns, utterly inadequate by mid-1942. The additional weapons
that Hitler had sent them were far more effective 75mm guns, but there were
only six per division and each division was required to hold an extended sector of
front line of up to 12 miles (19km). In any event, ammunition for the guns was
in short supply; the ability of the Romanian formations to hold back an armoured
attack with these few guns, particularly without adequate ammunition even for
training, was therefore very limited.
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In late October, German intelligence officers in the Stalingrad area informed
their superiors of the developing threat. The growing strength of Soviet units in
the Kremenskaya and Serafimovich bridgeheads and the Soviet reinforcements
for Yeremenko's armies to the south were reported to Friedrich Paulus, commander
of Sixth Army. He limited his response to passing the information to higher
commands.® Whilst the passivity of the leadership of Sixth Army in later phases
of the battle has been justly criticised, its failure to take any precautionary steps
before the beginning of Uranus was just as large an omission. Hitler might well
have vetoed the redeployment of the panzer divisions that were currently
deployed in the city itself, but supplies could have been pre-positioned and
preparations made for a swift redeployment to deal with the increasingly clear
threat to Sixth Army’s flanks. General Petre Dumitrescu, commander of the
Romanian Third Army, had argued for a reduction of the Soviet bridgeheads at
Kremenskaya and Serafimovich from the moment his troops took up defensive
duties on the northern flank of the bulge, repeatedly pointing out that his
relatively weak forces could not carry out their defensive tasks unless they
occupied all of the right bank of the Don; even if Army Group B had been
minded to support him, the huge consumption of men and resources in
Stalingrad prevented any such operations.

In the second half of October, Dumitrescu repeatedly raised the alarm as
Russian forces steadily built up in front of his men. As November began, these
concerns became ever more pressing, with expectation of attacks within days.
When those attacks turned out to be little more than raids, it was inevitable
that further alarms would be more easily dismissed. The reality was that
Uranus had to be postponed twice due to delays in moving all men and
materiel into position. Luftwaffe reconnaissance also detected Russian
preparations, leading to further warnings; Generaloberst Wolfram Freiherr
von Richthofen, fourth cousin of the famous First World War pilot, was
commander of Lufiflorte IV, which provided air support to both Army
Group A and Army Group B, and was increasingly minded to divert aircraft
from what he regarded as the near-futile struggles for the last parts of Stalingrad
still in Soviet hands to attack the growing Red Army concentrations facing the
Romanian Third Army. His diary entry of 12 November included a clear
recognition of what was imminent:

On the Don, the Russians are resolutely continuing with their preparations for an

offensive against the Romanians. Fliegerkorps VIII, all of Lufiflotte IV and the

Romanian Air Force are maintaining continuous attacks on them. Their reserves
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have now been concentrated. I wonder when the attack will come! They have
apparently been experiencing ammunition shortages. Artillery installations,
however, are now starting to be equipped. I only hope that the Russians don’t tear

too many large holes in the line.”

Richthofen was wrong in one important respect. The relative lack of artillery
activity on the part of the Red Army was not due to ammunition shortages. After
registering their guns with a few ranging shots, the gunners were ordered to
remain silent so as not to alert the Germans and Romanians to the strength of the
coming attack.

Mansoor Giztulovich Abdullin was a Russian soldier from southern Siberia
and saw combat for the first time in early November, when he crossed the Don
with a raiding party. It was an effective way of getting new troops ready for the
coming battles:

‘On your feet!”” The ominous command was given to us, the mortar men. We were
loaded with weapon parts, barrels and base-plates, just a stumble and momentum
would bring you down, the heavy iron striking your head.

Lightly wounded mortar men wouldnt have died if it werent for the heavy
packs — our loads could finish a wounded man. We removed the equipment from
a dead comrade and rushed on. I watched the company’s leading Komsomol [a
member of the Komunisticheskiy Soyuz Molodyozhi, the Communist Party’s youth
division] take all his documents, including his Komsomol card.

We jumped over rough ground. There was a foul smell. We ran on, always
forward. A purple flare hung in the sky and lit up faces of corpses — fascists and
our own lying everywhere.

The firing became heavier. I glanced furtively at my comrades: had they
noticed? Clearly, they had. But their faces were firm and nobody hesitated — it was
war, they would say, it was normal! And I was only 19 years old, knowing little ...
I jumped past the corpses, with barely any time to think; how quickly we adapt
to something that we could barely imagine ... I was shocked by the picture
revealed by the flare’s violet light — here they were, the realities of war, the real face
of those announcements: “They died a hero’s death.’

Like everyone else, I did what was needed. I tried not to stumble, stayed low
as the bullets whistled past. I covered the last few metres almost crawling, the
bullets flashing past very low — then I jumped into a trench next to another
soldier: alive, unhurt. Soon we were ready to fire when ordered ...

My platoon commander, Pavel Georgievich Suvorov, a real eccentric, was
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laughing ... his good-natured laugh convinced me: from this moment, when we
jumped into this trench, we were front-line soldiers. And no matter how the
situation developed in the next moments, nobody would ever remember or take

into account that we were just newly trained cadets from the infantry school.®

In mid-November, he was involved in another attack, in which his unit suffered
heavy losses whilst probing the Romanian defensive positions in order to identify
where the defenders’ weapons were located:

I was only able to grasp the reality of that battle after it was over, when on the
night of 14/15 November we were pulled back to a safe area.

In the evening, a drizzle fell and then froze under our feet, and in the dark it
seemed as if we were stepping on glass. And then the full moon rose.

It was like a composition of thousands of sculptures of life-size soldiers frozen
in ice — lying on their backs, hunched up, sitting, crouching, arms held aloft,
frozen in mid-cry — icy faces with eyes wide and screaming mouths, bodies piled
on barbed wire as they tried to press it to the ground to open a passage to the
fascist trenches. Everything showed the energy of the attack. The mind resisted
and did not want to accept the icy vision as reality. It seemed as if someone would
turn on the film projector and the frozen frame would come to life ...

I remembered clearly the September evening when all our personnel were
alerted and the head of the military school read out the order of the Defence
Committee about the immediate departure of the cadet brigade to join the active
army. That night we oiled our weapons, in the morning we formed ranks and
rushed from Tashkent towards the northwest — towards our destiny. There was
laughter and singing all the way. For two days the train travelled without stopping
to our destination station, where the officers of 293rd Rifle Division, which had
just arrived from the front for replenishment, awaited us.

Many of my fellow cadets died in this first battle .... Did they all have a
chance to learn anything from life about what they might become? Our political
training too died in this battle.

Snow fell. A thick blanket hid the monstrous picture of the battle from our
eyes. A huge sheet, white and heavy, like a shroud, fell in the morning. During the
day, as far as the eye could see across the steppe, everything was smooth, white

and quiet, as if only peace and pristine purity had ever existed.’

The Soviet build-up to the south of Stalingrad was also detected, and Generaloberst
Hermann Hoth, commander of Fourth Panzer Army, was another who repeatedly
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raised concerns. He had a single mobile formation available — 29th Motorised
Infantry Division, which was still relatively close to full strength. On the eve of
Uranus, this division received orders that it was to hold itself in readiness to
march northwest in support of the Romanian Third Army facing the Don
bridgeheads. If this were to happen, the Romanian Fourth Army in the south
would be left without any armoured support at all.
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For the moment, the only armoured reserves available facing the Kremenskaya
and Serafimovich bridgeheads were the Romanian 1st Armoured Division and
the German 22nd Panzer Division of Generalleutnant Ferdinand Heim’s
XLVIII Panzer Corps, which between them fielded fewer than 100 tanks, none
of which were a match for the T-34s that they would face. At the beginning of
November, 14th Panzer Division was ordered to withdraw from Stalingrad and
join Heim’s corps, but this was barely a potent force; the bitter street fighting had
reduced the division’s two panzergrenadier regiments to fewer than 1,000 men,
barely the establishment of a single battalion, and the motorcycle battalion
amounted to only a single company of infantry; the division also had few
operational tanks. As November pressed on, snow and freezing fog hindered
further reconnaissance by the Germans and slowed the Soviet build-up, requiring
one final postponement; despite his fears that the delay might give the Germans
time to respond and redeploy their troops, Stalin had no choice but to agree with
Zhukov and Vasilevsky. Finally, all was ready. Zhukov was dispatched to Western
Front to oversee Mars, while Vasilevsky took personal command of both pincers
of Uranus. He joined the headquarters of Southwest Front in Serafimovich, full
of the concerns of any senior officer on the eve of a great operation.

From dusk on 18 November, there were increasing signs of activity in the
Soviet bridgeheads on the Don. The Romanians could clearly hear tank engines
being warmed and reported that large troop formations had been spotted moving
into forming-up areas. Early on 19 November, a Romanian cavalry patrol surprised
a small Soviet scouting party and in the ensuing firefight succeeded in capturing
the officer leading the group. He was promptly taken to division headquarters and
interrogated, and the information he gave was alarming: the Red Army would
attack in strength later that morning. Shortly after 5am, Leutnant Gerhard Stéck,
who had been famous across Germany for winning the javelin gold medal and the
shot put bronze medal in the Berlin Olympics and was now serving as the German
liaison officer with the Romanian IV Corps, telephoned the headquarters of Sixth
Army with the news. Hauptmann Winrich Behr, the duty staff officer, collated all
the information, but did little more; he had already incurred the wrath of General
Arthur Schmidt, Sixth Army’s chief of staff, when he had woken him with similar
(though lesser) reports that had proved to be false alarms. When Schmidt and
Paulus did see the reports, they remained serene and indifferent. If they proved to
be true, XLVIII Panzer Corps would surely be able to intercept and destroy any
Soviet forces that penetrated the positions of the Romanians.'

As it grew light on 19 November, the waiting Soviet soldiers were dismayed
to see that the entire middle Don region was shrouded in thick freezing fog.
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Vatutin briefly considered a further postponement in the assault, but decided to
press ahead regardless. At 7.30am local time (5.30am for the Germans, who
operated on Berlin time regardless of their location in Europe — henceforth, all
times are local i.e. Russian time unless otherwise stated), the massed artillery
opened fire. It is one of history’s ironies that the last postponement of Uranus had
been to allow the Soviet Air Force more time to prepare, but weather conditions
now rendered them impotent; in conscious emulation of the German tactics at
the outset of Barbarossa, it had been the intention of the Soviet Air Force to spend
up to three days before the battle attacking Luftwaffe airfields in order to gain air
superiority. Instead, the air force officers had to console themselves with the
thought that if the weather was bad enough to ground their aircraft, the same
applied to the Germans.

The bombardment of the lines of the Romanian Third Army — by a total of
about 3,500 guns of various calibres — continued for over an hour. Most of the
batteries had ‘registered’ on their targets in the preceding days and weeks and
struck the Romanian fortifications with great accuracy. Although concrete had
been sent to the frontline to build reinforced positions, rear area and headquarters
units had diverted much of this to improve their own accommodation, and the
infantry in the front line suffered heavy losses in their unimproved trenches and
bunkers. Despite this, the attacking soldiers of the Soviet Sixty-Third and
Twenty-First Armies encountered tough resistance in some sectors when they
moved forward just two minutes after the end of the barrage." In other areas,
perhaps where the artillery preparation had been more destructive, the Romanians
began to withdraw in growing disarray. Nevertheless, some units clung to their
positions and threw back the first attacking wave, and a second attack with
limited armoured support also made little progress. In particular, the minefields
of the defenders posed a considerable obstacle for the Russians, as Viktor
Kondratievich Kharchenko, a sapper, later recalled; the ground was so littered
with fragments of shells and other debris that mine detectors were almost useless.
Instead, the sappers had to probe the ground with metal spikes — a task made
much harder by the sub-zero temperatures — and locate the mines by feel. Heavy
snowfalls made the task harder still."

In frustration, the Soviet forces called down a second barrage and Vatutin
ordered forward the striking power of Fifth Tank Army against the lines of the
Romanian II Corps, composed of 9th and 14th Infantry Divisions. Despite
being hindered by the ground churned up by the artillery fire and in some cases
straying into Romanian minefields, the T-34s of I and XXVI Tank Corps began
to make headway, supported by VIII Cavalry Corps; the latter, compressed into
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a narrow front on the western edge of the assault, attacked and penetrated to the
village of Blinovsky, forcing the Romanian 9th Infantry Division to pull back its
eastern flank. This effectively opened the way for the neighbouring tank
formations to make faster progress. Some of the Russian tanks were knocked out
by defensive fire, but there weren’t enough anti-tank guns or enough ammunition
and the uneven struggle dragged on until midday, when the Romanian positions
finally collapsed. Major General Alexei Grigoreyevich Rodin, commander of the
Russian XXVI Tank Corps, motored on with his command and by the end of the
day had penetrated to a depth of 12 miles (20km)."

Further to the east, Twenty-First Army’s IV Tank Corps tore apart the
Romanian 14th Infantry Division and swept forward through the resultant gap
in the first hour of the attack. The Romanian V Corps — 5th and 6th Infantry
Divisions, collectively under the command of the latter’s Mihail Lascir — found
itself isolated between the two breakthroughs. The Romanian 9th, 13th and 14th
Infantry Divisions had effectively ceased to exist as combat formations and their
survivors were streaming back in disarray. A hole 48 miles (80km) wide had been
torn in the front line.

When the Soviet artillery preparation started, the shellfire was audible miles
away and the troops of Heim’s XLVIII Panzer Corps could feel the earth trembling
beneath their feet. Without waiting for orders, the men of 22nd Panzer Division
prepared their few operational vehicles for action. Generalmajor Helmut von der
Chevallerie, the commander of the division, had just been dispatched to take
command of 13th Panzer Division and had been replaced by Oberst Eberhard
Rodt. At 11.30am — as the tanks of the Russian Fifth Tank Army were smashing
their way through the Romanian lines — orders arrived from Hitler’s distant
headquarters, ordering Heim to drive back the Soviet forces that were attacking
from the Serafimovich bridgehead.

In accordance with pre-established plans, Heim had already started moving his
corps towards Kremenskaya; he was aware that this was the eastern part of the
sector that the Red Army was attacking, but it was also closest to Stalingrad and
therefore to 14th Panzer Division, which had been assigned to his corps, and he felt
that he had the best chance of concentrating his forces to maximum effect in this
region first. Once the Kremenskaya penetration had been defeated, he could move
further west as required. Now, Heim learned that 14th Panzer Division would join
the Romanian IV Corps instead of XLVIII Panzer Corps. His mission, dictated
from hundreds of miles away, was to deal with the Serafimovich penetration.

The Romanian Ist Armoured Division had already been dispatched to support
the Romanian V Corps and it found itself in the path of Rodin’s XX VI Tank Corps.
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A group of Russian tanks encountered the Romanian division’s headquarters and
engaged it in a brief firefight before continuing on to the south; critically, one of
the few vehicles destroyed in this action was the half-track carrying the radio set
of the German liaison officer, leaving the division unable to communicate with
XLVIII Corps headquarters. The division rapidly came under pressure on both
flanks and was squeezed into a steep-walled river gully at Korotkovsky, where it
was surrounded. Much of it was destroyed; short of fuel, the surviving tanks
succeeded in escaping to the south where they were fortunate enough to encounter
a supply column and refill their fuel tanks. Of the 84 tanks with which it had
started on 19 November, it had only 30 left operational.

The German 22nd Panzer Division now turned to face the Serafimovich
breakchrough, in keeping with Hitler’s instructions. Struggling through the
retreating debris of the Romanian infantry divisions, the German formation
tried to augment its strength with any of the more combat-worthy and mobile
elements that it encountered. In mid-afternoon, it reached Blinovsky to find that
the Russian VIII Cavalry Corps had already passed through. Late in the day, it
encountered Major General Vasily Vasileyevich Butkov’s I Tank Corps a litte
further to the south near Petshany. Fighting was confused and fragmentary, and
the weak panzer division had little opportunity to demonstrate the tactical
prowess that was such a hallmark of German armoured formations. Both sides
lost several vehicles before the Russians broke off contact and vanished into the
gathering darkness.

As the day progressed, the weather improved sufficiently for both sides to
deploy a limited number of aircraft. Oberleutnant Hans-Ulrich Rudel was
commanding the first squadron of Sturtzkampfgeschwader 2, a dive-bomber
wing, and had overcome an early reputation as a poor pilot to become a leading
exponent of dive-bombing, credited with hits on several Soviet warships and the
destruction of dozens of land targets; he now flew from an airfield immediately
to the west of Stalingrad to attack the advancing Russian forces. His language
reflects views widely held in the Wehrmachrt at the time:

After the receipt of an urgent report our wing takes off in the direction of the
bridgehead at Kletskaya. The weather is bad: low lying clouds, a light fall of snow,
the temperature probably 20 degrees below zero; we fly low. What troops are
those coming towards us? We have not gone more than half way. Masses in brown
uniforms — are they Russians? No. Romanians. Some of them are even throwing
away their rifles in order to be able to run the faster: a shocking sight, we are

prepared for the worst. We fly the length of the column emplacements. The guns
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are abandoned, not destroyed. Their ammunition lies beside them. We have
passed some distance beyond them before we sight the first Soviet troops.

They find all the Romanian positions in front of them deserted. We attack
with bombs and gunfire — but how much use is that when there is no resistance
on the ground?

We are seized with a blind fury — horrid premonitions rise in our minds: how
can this catastrophe be averted? Relentlessly I drop my bombs on the enemy and
spray bursts of machine-gun fire into those shoreless yellow-green waves of
oncoming troops that surge up against us out of Asia and the Mongolian
Hinterland. I haven’t a bullet left, not even to protect myself against the
contingency of a pursuit attack. Now quickly back to remunition and refuel.
With these hordes our attacks are merely a drop in the bucket, but I am reluctant
to think of that now.

On the return flight we again observe the fleecing Romanians; it is a good thing for
them I have run out of ammunition to stop this cowardly rout. They have abandoned
everything; their easily defended positions, their heavy artillery, their ammunition
dumps. Their cowardice is certain to cause a debacle along the whole front."

Whilst many Romanian troops may well have fled with little provocation, it is
clear that most stood and fought. Their positions were not as strong as Rudel
suggests, and their artillery was chronically short of ammunition, with all supply
priorities being given to Stalingrad. There is little to justify his accusation of
cowardice, and the inability of the Romanians to defend their positions was more
due to the failure of the Germans to honour their promises to supply them with
adequate modern weapons than any moral failing on the part of the soldiers.

Comments about the hordes of Asiatic and Mongolian soldiers were
increasingly common throughout 1942. From the outset, Hitler — and, indeed,
the Wehrmacht, acting on his instructions — had emphasised that the war with
the Soviet Union was different from the previous conflicts in the west, and
represented a clash between two incompatible views of the world. As the war
dragged on, it was portrayed as a crusade against everything that the Soviet
Union was seen to represent from the National Socialist point of view —
communism, Jewish influence, and Asian civilisation — and this would become
an even stronger characteristic after the events of the winter of 1942—43. In an
earlier passage in his account of the fighting in Stalingrad, Rudel wrote:

Stalingrad is Stalin’s city and Stalin is the god of these young Kirgises, Uzbeks,
Tartars, Turkmenians and other Mongols ... For their Stalin they are a guard of
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fire-breathing war-beasts, and when the beasts falter, well-aimed revolver shots from
their political commissars nail them, in one way or the other, to the ground they are
defending. These Asiatic pupils of integral communism, and the political commissars
standing at their backs, are destined to force Germany, and the whole world with
her, to abandon the comfortable belief that communism is a political creed like so
many others. Instead they are to prove to us first, and finally to all nations, that they
are the disciples of a new gospel. And so Stalingrad is to become the Bethlehem of

our century. But a Bethlehem of war and hatred, annihilation and destruction.!®

Precisely the same comments could have been made about the manner in which
Rudel and so many other members of the Wehrmacht accepted Hitler’s view of
the world without question and attempted to impose it on other nations. But
one of the purposes of such rhetoric, originating at the highest levels of Germany,
was to demonise and dehumanise the enemy. By treating the soldiers of the Red
Army as an alien horde, all manner of brutality could be justified or excused.
Similarly, the Russians characterised all their opponents as fascists and Hitlerites,
all equally complicit in crimes committed against the people of the Soviet Union
and therefore justifying any retributive measures that might be taken.

The disinclination of Sixth Army headquarters to react in any meaningful
way to the intelligence reports of the preceding days now bore its bitter fruit. Still
unaware of the magnitude of the threat from Vatutin’s breakthrough, Paulus
ordered General Walther von Seydlitz-Kurtzbach, commander of LI Corps in
northern Stalingrad, to release further troops that would be sent to the area,
including all elements of 24th Panzer Division. The disparate elements of 14th
Panzer Division, which had already been ordered to move to support the
Romanians, struggled to reach their concentration area at Verkhne Budinovka in
the face of the poor roads and fuel shortages. As a sign of what might have been
achieved had more judicious preparations been made, a relatively small German
battlegroup consisting of a few assault guns and supporting infantry under the
command of Oberst Richard Lepper set up a strong defensive position on the
eastern edge of the Kremenskaya breakthrough and obdurately beat off every
attempt by the eastern elements of the Russian Twenty-First Army to push it
back. The Russian III Guards Cavalry Corps had been forced to form up north
of the Don due to the congestion in the Kremenskaya bridgehead and some of
its units took until early afternoon to cross the river; they then encountered
further problems when they attempted to advance against Gruppe Lepper because
the Russian infantry had not marked safe lanes through the defensive minefields,
and the cavalry suffered substantial casualties as a result.
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Throughout the day, the German Sixth Army was — at least in theory —
continuing its attacks to take the last parts of Stalingrad that were under Russian
control. It was only at 10pm that Weichs sent a radio message from the
headquarters of Army Group B to Paulus instructing him to break off all further
attacks. In addition to 24th Panzer Division, Sixth Army was to release
16th Panzer Division and an infantry division for use in a counterattack to
restore the Romanian line. Even at this stage, there was no inkling in German
minds that the Russian attack was aimed at encircling Stalingrad. During the
Brusilov Offensive of 1916, Russian armies along the southern part of the Eastern
Front had attacked sequentially over a number of days, leading to German and
Austro-Hungarian reserves rushing first in one direction, then another, without
achieving anything at any location. Such tactics had become part of Soviet
operational thinking, and the southern pincer of Uranus had deliberately been
set to start one day after Vatutin’s attacks along the Don. Consequently, even
though the Germans had plentiful intelligence of the build-up of troops in
Yeremenko’s armies to the south of Stalingrad, the significance of this continued
to elude them. Hoth, commander of Fourth Panzer Army, was one of the few to
fear a second Russian attack in the south. To that end, he resisted all actempts
to have 29th Motorised Infantry Division withdrawn from his command and
sent north to help with stopping the Russian forces advancing out of the
Kremenskaya and Serafimovich bridgeheads.

As the first day of Uranus drew to a close, Vasilevsky and Vatutin took stock.
Their main attack had achieved a breakthrough, but only XXVI Tank Corps had
achieved anything approaching operational freedom; I Tank Corps and
VIII Cavalry Corps were still struggling to overcome stragglers and isolated
pockets of Romanian resistance. The eastern flank of the breakthrough was
blocked by the determined Gruppe Lepper and the Romanian forces on the
western flank also remained undefeated. Nevertheless, there was cause for
optimism. During their planning, Vasilevsky and his staff had watched carefully
for signs of German reserves deploying to the area, and to date the only such
reserves that had appeared — the two understrength divisions of XLVIII Panzer
Corps — had been expected. In the absence of further reinforcements, it was
unlikely that the resistance of the Romanians, surprisingly stubborn as it was in
many cases, would continue for long. Thereafter, the armoured forces of Vatutin’s
front would be free to advance across the snow towards Kalach without restraint.
Much, though, would depend on the southern pincer of the operation.

On the German side, there was a mixture of concern and complacency. It was
clear that a major Russian attack had struck the Romanian Third Army, but its
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magnitude and importantly its objective remained unclear. Some, like Richthofen,
expressed concerns that the Russian advance might endanger the railway line that
ran through Kalach and on which Sixth Army relied for its supplies, but there
was no sense of impending disaster. Nevertheless, Richthofen ordered air units
still operating in the Caucasus to move north as soon as possible, so that they
would be available to help deal with the Russian advance.'” To a large extent, this
complacency and passivity was because of the disjointed manner in which the
German command structure was forced to work. Hitler had forbidden units
from establishing communications with their neighbours, insisting on a rigid
up-and-down system of command and control — even the liaison officers assigned
to the Romanian formations were an unofficial arrangement. Paulus had the bulk
of the local German forces under his command but they were concentrated in
Stalingrad, and the Russian offensive had deliberately targeted a sector of front
further away and out of reach, both tactically and in terms of command. Even
had he wished to do so, Paulus was not authorised to send troops to protect his
deep flanks, and Weichs — who as commander of Army Group B was at least
notionally able to order such movements — had to contend with constant
interference from Hitler and OKH.

Whilst attention was concentrated in the Don sector, Yeremenko was
preparing his troops for their part in the great counteroffensive. Even from a
distance of over 60 miles, the sound of Vatutin’s artillery barrage was clearly
audible. Yeremenko spent much of the night on the telephone to Moscow, asking
for a last-minute postponement of his attack. The logistic difficulties of preparing
his divisions had been immense, and many were still short of fuel, food and
ammunition. Perhaps it would be better, he argued, for a delay of another day —
this would allow him to bring forward more supplies and would also ensure that
more German troops were diverted off to the northwest, thus facilitating his
advance. Stalin overruled him and ordered him to proceed as planned.

As was the case with Southwest Front, the Germans and Romanians detected
the final preparations of the Stalingrad Front, but the scale of the coming assault
was successfully disguised. On the morning of 20 November, Yeremenko was
dismayed to find that, as had been the case on Southwest Front the previous day,
there was freezing mist, limiting visibility and effectively grounding his aviation
assets. He decided to postpone the start of the attack until mid-morning and had
another difficult telephone conversation with Stavka to explain his decision. A
further telephone call followed, demanding an update; advised by his
meteorological experts that the weather would soon start to clear, Yeremenko
advised Moscow that the attack would begin imminently. Finally, at 10am, his
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artillery opened fire. After a 45-minute bombardment, the assault troops moved
forward. The weather had barely changed.

The fighting against Vatutin’s Southwest Front in the initial phases of its
attack was marked by determined resistance by the Romanian Third Army. By
contrast, the Fourth Army proved to be a less formidable foe for Yeremenko’s
units. Their morale was low:

The Romanian officers and NCOs were never seen at the front, and spent their
time instead in various buildings in the rear with music and alcohol ... The
Romanians fought bravely, but against the waves of Soviet attack, they had no

chance of resisting for long.'®

Mikhail Petrovich Badigin was a soldier with an anti-tank gun unit in Yeremenko’s
forces, about to go into action for the first time:

I clearly remember the morning of 20 November 1942. There was thick fog,
drifting slowly over us. Visibility was not more than a few tens of metres. After a
while, it began to snow. There was silence on the steppe. The enemy was silent.
With bated breath, we waited for the first artillery preparation of our lives. And it
was postponed for an hour, then for another hour. We sat in a deep trench, broke
off pieces of frozen loaves. The bread crunched in our mouths, our teeth ached.
Waiting the signal, many smoked, hiding cigarettes in the sleeves of their
greatcoats. The tension increased steadily.

Finally the Katyushas struck. With a wild roar, long tailed lightning flashed
over us. On the heights, where the front edge of the enemy positions ran, pillars
of fire and smoke rose. After the Katyushas, all the artillery attached to the
division opened fire. It was impossible to distinguish the sound of individual
batteries. The roar of heavy guns merged with the salvoes of light guns. Our guns
fired at the enemy’s machine-gun positions. The roar increased with every minute.
Dust and smoke hung over the ridges of the high ground. The smoke was
spreading to our side as well. The targets became invisible. And then dozens of
signal rockets flew into the sky. Our company commander was the first to rise to
the parapet of the trench with a pistol in his hand:

‘For the Party, for the Motherland, forward!

Behind him came one of our cadets, then the second, the third. At that
moment, we did not hear the cracks of machine-guns, or the explosions of shells,
we ran and pushed the gun forward, trying not to lag behind the infantry. Fallen
comrades fell alongside. Spreading his arms wide and dropping his pistol, the
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company commander fell, followed by gunner Sasha Alexandrov. Thus we saw
how comrades died in battle. Simply: a man falls to the ground, as if he stumbles
or falls, and does not rise again.

The attack continued. Our guns moved in the fighting line of the infantry. In
the first line of enemy trenches, a short but intense battle took place. It became
a matter of grenades and bayonets.

The enemy couldn’t stand, hesitated, edged backwards. Here it was, the
cherished moment! The enemy was running! And what could be better for
a soldier, more desirable than this spectacle?

“We're winning!” — joyful voices were raised.

So our baptism of fire took place.

With their hands up, the survivors of the Nazis [more likely Romanians]
emerged from their shelters with grey faces. So there they were, the fascists! Many
of the prisoners were in summer uniforms, their heads and legs were wrapped
with whatever they had — towels, women’s scarves. These were their warriors! And
they considered themselves invincible. ‘Now, we'll keep on beating them,” said
some of soldiers.

Our regiment advanced to 13—-15km [eight to nine miles] by the end of the
first day of the offensive, seized a number of heights, and dug in."”

To the rear of the Romanians was the German 29th Motorised Infantry Division,
held in position by Hoth precisely for such an eventuality, and it now went into
action. Consisting of two motorised infantry regiments, a tank barttalion, and
assorted artillery, anti-tank, reconnaissance and engineer units, Generalmajor
Hans-Georg Leyser’s division was a potent force and had not been ground down
in the Stalingrad battles; its tank battalion was actually slightly over its
establishment strength at 55 tanks, due to previously damaged vehicles having
been repaired and returned to service. As it moved forward against the northern
flank of Yeremenko’s forces, it encountered Major General Trofim Ivanovich
Tanashchishin’s XIIT Mechanised Corps. Through a mixture of vehicle shortages
and difficulties moving trucks across the Volga, Tanashchishin’s armour was not
accompanied by as many infantry as should have been the case, and the corps
rapidly found itself at a disadvantage. Leyser blocked the Russian advance with
one battalion of infantry and after a brief artillery bombardment to drive the few
infantry who were clinging to the handholds on the T-34s running for cover, he
sent his tanks streaming through the Russian columns. Hastily, Tanashchishin
pulled back his exposed armour, but not before losing large numbers of tanks to
accurate German fire. In an attempt to improvise a solution to the shortage of
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vehicles, some of Tanashchishin’s infantry were advancing towards the armoured
spearhead aboard a commandeered train; alerted by the sounds of battle, the
infantry began to detrain, but the morning mist was now clearing and Leyser’s
troops had clear sight of their arrival. The train was swiftly brought under fire and
left ablaze. Within moments, XIII Mechanised Corps’ advance had been
completely halted.

Alerted by his reconnaissance battalion, Leyser wanted to press home his
counterattack to destroy Tanashchishin’s corps before moving on to strike at
Major General Vasily Timofeyevich Volsky’s IV Mechanised Corps a little further
south — as soon as he heard of the German counterattack, Volsky ordered his men
to halt their advance. But even as Leyser began to draw up orders, he was forced
to break off contact. The scale of the Romanian collapse was so great — only
20th Infantry Division survived the first morning’s fighting as an intact formation,
and the only Romanian reserves behind the front line consisted of a single cavalry
regiment — that the entire southern flank of Sixth Army was exposed, and
29th Motorised Infantry Division was required to pull back to try to cover the
breach. Like the action of Lepper’s battlegroup in the north, the brief but
powerful check delivered to XIII Mechanised Corps was an indication of how the
battle might have turned out had there been less complacency in Sixth Army
headquarters and at every higher level, up to and including Adolf Hitler.

Even after 29th Motorised Infantry Division broke off its intervention,
Yeremenko’s units continued to struggle. The columns of IV Mechanised Corps
had been given unnecessarily complex orders, resulting in the few roads being
choked by stationary traffic. Impatiently, Yeremenko ordered his forces to press
on. Soviet records place most of the blame on Volsky, but there may be more than
one reason for this. Whilst his operational orders appear muddled, they are no
more so than those of other officers struggling with the inadequate roads of the
region. Part of the reason why he was singled out for blame may lie in the fact
that prior to the offensive, Volsky wrote to Stalin to warn him of his misgivings
that the entire operation would fail. Stalin telephoned Volsky and spoke to him,
as a result of which the letter was withdrawn. Nevertheless, Stavka may well have
been minded to regard his concerns about the operation as being linked, directly
or indirectly, to mismanagement in the field.?

While Yeremenko’s troops developed their breakthrough, Vatutin’s men were
still mopping up the remaining pockets of resistance. Most succumbed during
the day, but Lascir’s group continued to hold on to its shrinking sector of the
front line. In theory, a line of retreat was still open at this stage, but isolated with
only intermittent radio contact, Lascir ordered his men to stay where they were
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until German and Romanian counterattacks could reach them; he fully expected
the tanks of XLVIII Panzer Corps to remedy the situation. On the eastern flank
of the Soviet breakthrough, the Russian 5th Guards Cavalry Division, part of
II Guards Cavalry Corps, advanced in two columns. The southern column
encountered Lepper’s assault guns and elements of a Romanian cavalry division.
Briefly, there was a scene from bygone centuries as the horsemen of both sides
charged at each other, sabres drawn; the Romanians came off the worse and fell
back, but the German assault guns restored the balance. Rather than get tied
down in protracted fighting, the Russian cavalry began to sidestep around the
southern flank of Lepper’s detachment by working their way towards Selivanov,
and Lepper had no choice but to pull back to avoid possible encirclement.

The gap to his south was meant to be filled by the armoured forces that Paulus
had dispatched to the west, but there had been no prior preparations for their
move and they had almost no reserves of fuel and ammunition immediately
available. All three panzer divisions were still extensively committed to the front
line in Stalingrad, where — aware at last that relief was on the way — the exhausted
survivors of Lieutenant General Vasily Ivanovich Chuikov’s Sixty-Second Army
tried to mount local counterattacks to tie down the Germans and prevent any
redeployment. The first formation to start redeploying was 14th Panzer Division,
and on 20 November its assembled units probed forward to the village of
Manoilin, where they encountered another regiment of III Guards Cavalry
Corps. Despite being badly weakened, the Germans rapidly destroyed or scattered
the Russian cavalry as well as elements of IV Tank Corps — over 19 and
20 November, 14th Panzer Division claimed the destruction of 35 Russian tanks
— but with no contact on either side and growing evidence that it had been
bypassed on its left flank, the panzer division pulled back to its starting position
at Verkhne Budinovka. The other two armoured formations dispatched west —
16th and 24th Panzer Divisions — could do little more than send battlegroups
consisting of only part of each division. Even these struggled to find enough fuel
to keep moving, and as their deployment on the steppe outside Stalingrad had
not been anticipated, none of their tanks had been equipped with the track
extensions required to operate in deep snow. Slipping into gullies from which
they had to be recovered with depressing frequency and time-consuming hard
effort, their vehicles struggled west.

At the western end of the breakthrough, 22nd Panzer Division’s troops in
Petshany had been joined by elements of the Romanian 7th Cavalry Division.
There were several uncoordinated attacks on them during the day, mainly by
I Tank Corps and VIII Cavalry Corps; all were beaten off, but Rodt’s division was
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running short of ammunition and fuel — in its move to the front line, it had been
forced to beg for fuel from Romanian rear area units in its path. Towards the end
of the day, Rodt pulled back to the south and the Soviet cavalry cautiously took
possession of Petshany. I Tank Corps attempted to move towards Bolshaya
Donshinska to the southeast to bypass the German division; the few roads in the
area deteriorated rapidly under the weight of Butkov’s tanks and there were
regular collisions between vehicles. The detachments dispatched across country
bounced across uneven ground, many of the crewmen suffering broken bones as
they lurched through the snow. But if Butkov was still making slow progress,
Rodin on his eastern flank was doing rather better. By the end of 20 November,
his tanks had cleared Perelasovsky and Lipovsky — even if 22nd Panzer Division
continued to hold up I Tank Corps, it had been outflanked and the way was open
for Rodin’s XXVI Tank Corps to continue its exploitation. During the night,
there were further clashes between the diminishing strength of the German
panzer division and Russian formations. After knocking out about two dozen
Russian tanks, largely through the use of the division’s anti-tank battalion — the
guns of its 20 remaining Pz.38(t) tanks were almost useless against Russian T-34s
— Rodt’s troops continued their slow withdrawal to the south.

Once they were clear of the stubborn resistance of the remaining elements of
the Romanian front-line troops, the men of Vatutin’s Southwest Front found that
progress was rather easier. Most of the rear area units of the Romanian Army had
only the most rudimentary combat training and showed little inclination to put
up resistance. Vasily Semyonovich Grossman was a war correspondent working
for the Moscow newspaper Krasnaya Zvezda (‘Red Star’); in later years, he would
attract criticism for protesting about the misconduct of Red Army soldiers in
Germany, but for the moment he was accompanying the advancing troops
pushing out of the Don bridgeheads:

The road is strewn with enemy corpses; abandoned guns face the wrong way.
Horses roam the balkas in search of food, the broken traces dragging on the
ground after them; grey wisps of smoke curl up from the trucks destroyed by

shellfire; steel helmets, hand grenades and rifle cartridges litter the road.?!

During the afternoon of 20 November, OKH began to acknowledge the
developing crisis. Its first reaction was something that might have made a
difference if delivered several weeks before: Germany would give the Romanian
Army over 200 anti-tank guns and a similar number of howitzers, though the
exact timing was not discussed. The second reaction came from Hitler. Manstein’s
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Eleventh Army, originally directed to prepare for an assault on Leningrad, had
instead been ordered to move to Vitebsk in order to plan a winter attack to
capture Velikiye Luki in the northern sector of Army Group Centre. Now,
Manstein received instructions to proceed with his headquarters staff to intervene
in the growing crisis in the south. He was to take command of a new Army
Group Don, consisting of the Romanian Third and Fourth Armies, Sixth Army,
and Fourth Panzer Army. Weichs' Army Group B would be reduced to the Italian
and Hungarian armies to the immediate north, and the German Second Army
beyond them at Voronezh.

This new assignment came at a difficult time for Manstein. On 29 October,
his son Gero, who was serving with 18th Motorised Infantry Division near
Leningrad, was killed in a Russian air raid. Manstein’s personal account mirrors
that of the bereaved parents of so many men in so many armies:

We buried the dear boy on the shores of Lake Ilmen the following day
[31 October]. The padre of 18th Motorised Infantry Division, Pastor Kriiger,
began his oration with the words:

‘A lieutenant of the infantry.’

Our son would not have wished it otherwise.

After the funeral I flew home for a few days to be with my dear wife, for
whom this boy had throughout the years been a special object of care and
devotion. He had given us nothing but joy, for all the anxiety he had caused us by
the ailment he had fought so bravely [he had suffered from asthma as a child]. We
laid his soul in God’s hands.?

Manstein and his staff did not leave Vitebsk until 21 November, forced by the
bad weather to travel by train rather than flying to their new assignment. Due to
delays caused by partisans disrupting the railways, it would take three days for
them to reach their destination.

Neither at OKH nor within Army Group B was there any clear idea of what
was happening. The loss of contact with several Romanian formations in each
sector, the rapid forced move of Fourth Panzer Army headquarters as Yeremenko’s
troops advanced, the tendency of Vatutin’s units to avoid direct battle with the
few German units in their path, and poor weather hampering aerial reconnaissance
all left a confused, fragmentary picture. It was only in mid-morning on
21 November that Paulus and Schmidt at Sixth Army headquarters understood
the gravity of their situation. Army Group B now advised them that the two
Russian attacks looked as if they would converge in the rear of Sixth Army in the
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region of Kalach and would thus isolate the German forces in Stalingrad. Hastily,
Paulus and his staff abandoned Golubinsky, leaving a rear area party to set fire to
dozens of documents, and moved to the comparative safety of Gumrak, just
8 miles (13km) from Stalingrad.

The task of Army Group Don was ‘to bring the enemy attacks to a standstill
and recapture the positions previously occupied by us’.? At first, the only
additional troops assigned to the new army group were a single corps headquarters
and an infantry division, and even in the absence of proper intelligence about
events in the south, Manstein had little doubt that the forces at his disposal
would be inadequate to the task. It is indicative of the dysfunctional manner in
which the German chain of command functioned that he did not learn of the
scale of the two Russian breakthroughs until he had a discussion with Field
Marshal Gunther von Kluge, commander of Army Group Centre, immediately
before leaving Vitebsk. He immediately sent a request by teleprinter to OKH
requesting more substantial reinforcements; Zeitzler replied that he would try to
provide a panzer division and three more infantry divisions. Even with the little
information he had to hand, Manstein attempted to inject some urgency into his
new command:

I also teleprinted a request to Army Group B that Sixth Army be instructed to
withdraw forces quite ruthlessly from its defence fronts in order to keep its rear
free at the Don crossing at Kalach. Whether this instruction was ever passed to

Sixth Army I have been unable to discover.**

The most northern element of Sixth Army was XI Corps under the command of
General Karl Strecker, who while commanding XVII Corps the previous year
had repeatedly refused to authorise his men to get involved in the activities of the
SS Einsatzgruppen behind the advancing front. With the armoured formations
from Stalingrad still struggling to take up their positions, XI Corps was now
exposed as the eastern flanking units of Southwest Front atctempted to widen the
breach that they had opened. All along Strecker’s front, Rokossovsky’s troops
made probing attacks to try to tie down the German forces, but 376th Infantry
Division, the most western formation of XI Corps, successfully withdrew to the
southeast and took up a front facing west.

During the following night, the Don froze along much of its length; within
a couple of days, the ice would be strong enough to support the weight of men,
and when Russian infantry reached it they would find that it was no longer a
physical barrier to their progress. Whilst the snow and wind reduced visibility for
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both sides, the Germans in particular struggled. There were further delays for
their armoured forces trying to move west from Stalingrad; the leading elements
of Generalmajor Arno von Lenski’s 24th Panzer Division reached Kalach during
the preceding night and rendezvoused with the division’s workshops, which had
been based in Kalach for much of the Stalingrad fighting, and took possession of
a small number of repaired vehicles, but there was no time to pause and wait
while the rest of the division assembled. As it grew light, Lenski was ordered to
proceed across the Don bridge and take up positions to the northwest at
Sukhanovsky, to defend against the Russian forces that had clashed with
14th Panzer Division the previous day. Kalach was full of stragglers and even the
remnants of retreating Romanian units; only forceful action by the officers of
24th Panzer Division, some of it at gunpoint, allowed the German vehicles to
cross the river and continue on their way.

The third day of Uranus — 21 November — brought more snow and poor
visibility. At the western end of Vatutin’s sector, the Russian VIII Cavalry Corps —
reinforced with additional armour — drove off the Romanian cavalry division that
had been holding on at Pronin and in the subsequent pursuit overran and captured
the Romanian division’s artillery. A lictle to the east, I Tank Corps clashed again
with 22nd Panzer Division at Bolshaya Donshinska, but the major advance was
made by the neighbouring XXVI Tank Corps, which found almost nothing in its
path and was limited largely by road and weather conditions rather than German
or Romanian resistance. Starting from Perelasovsky, immediately to the east of
22nd Panzer Division’s positions, Rodin sent some of his tanks south to outflank
the German division and the rest of his units to the southeast, and by the end of
the day his leading tanks were at Ostrov on the River Liska, just 12 miles (20km)
west of the vital bridges at Kalach. Had 24th Panzer Division been retained in
Kalach, particularly if the entire division had been allowed to concentrate, there
would have been adequate troops at hand for the Germans to counter this advance,
but the lack of resistance encountered by Rodin meant that the Germans were
simply unaware of the exact location of the Russian tanks.

Still largely in the dark about the locations of both friendly and enemy forces,
Heim struggled to restore order even within the immediate vicinity of his XLVIII
Panzer Corps. He sent 22nd Panzer Division to attack towards the northeast. It
rapidly found itself surrounded and under fire from all sides; casualties mounted
rapidly and the surviving elements, gathered around a single remaining company
of German tanks, fought their way out to Medvashy to the southwest.

After its abortive probe to the west, 14th Panzer Division had pulled its
battlegroup back to Verkhne Budinovka, and came under attack by Russian
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cavalry before dawn. Realising that there was no prospect of an easy advance, the
Russians pulled back and sent 6th Guards Cavalry Division through Nizhne
Budinovka, a little to the south. The German battlegroup attempted to counter
this with an attack of its own but lacked the strength to drive off the Russians,
though the appearance of a group of Stuka dive-bombers briefly scattered the
cavalry force; by the end of the day, having suffered further losses, 14th Panzer
Division was forced to abandon Verkhne Budinovka and retreat to Oskinsky to
the east. The battlegroup from 24th Panzer Division was too far to the south to
offer any assistance, and too far north to be of any help if Kalach should come
under attack. Exploiting the gap between the two German panzer divisions, the
Russian cavalry now concentrated on 24th Panzer Divisions positions at
Sukhanovsky, rapidly capturing the village and beating off a German attempt to
recapture it later in the day.

Sixth Army’s three panzer divisions were meant to be operating under the
overall aegis of XIV Panzer Corps, commanded by Generalmajor Hans-Valentin
Hube, who as commander of 16th Panzer Division had led the advance to the
Volga in the summer. In his new command, he had little control over the three
divisions due to the difficulties of extricating them from the Stalingrad front line
and resupplying them adequactely. The third German armoured formation in his
corps — 16th Panzer Division — had sent a battlegroup towards the Liska, and in
the confusion it missed the clashes with the horsemen of III Guards Cavalry
Corps. Instead, it ran head-on into IV Tank Corps, which had followed up the
success of the Russian cavalry at Nizhne Budinovka in an attempt to reach the
Don to the north of Kalach. The German battlegroup was in the middle of a
heated exchange of fire when it received orders to pull back to the east. After
breaking off contact with the Russian tanks, the commander of the battlegroup
contacted division headquarters to enquire about the reason for the withdrawal;
to his consternation, he was advised that division headquarters had not issued
any such order. Subsequent developments made any detailed enquiry into the
circumstances of the order impossible and it remains a matter of conjecture
whether it was a Soviet ruse, or the result of battlefield confusion.?

In the south, Yeremenko’s leading units were advancing almost through open
space, though isolated clashes with small pockets of German troops and armour
occurred from time to time. In one such action, Mikhail Badigin’s brief experience
of combat came to a temporary end:

The snowy terrain ahead of us was full of black craters from shell explosions. Four

fascist tanks moved to the right along the ravine. It was the first time I saw them
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in battle. I felt a shock. I tried to hide the excitement from the soldiers who could
see me. The tanks were still far away, and it was pointless to fire at them yet. They
moved in extended order. Sidelnikov’s gun opened fire first. Shells began to
explode around him, but the gun continued to fire.

When the tanks approached to within 800m, we also opened fire. I could see
the tracers of our shells as they crashed into a tank, but it continued as if nothing
had happened.

Finally one tank stopped, but did not catch fire. The others continued to
move. At this moment our gun went out of action. The projectile didn’t fire, as a
part of the cartridge case had become lodged in the barrel. The loader, in his haste,
probably used a dirty or rusty shell. This was the result. What to do? We couldn’t
take on tanks with our bare hands! And they all came on, making short stops to
fire. We feverishly tried to fix the jammed gun but without success. I looked at
Hashimov. He was sweating.

‘Look, Hashimov, all our men have stopped firing! Probably killed!” The
decision was instant. I shouted: ‘Crew, follow me!’

We rushed to Sidelnikov’s gun. It was only five steps away, and then something
hot struck me in the side. I fell. Soon a shot rang out, then a second. The gun crew
opened fire on the approaching tanks ... Then a big, unfamiliar soldier grabbed
me and dragged me into cover. It was not easy for him to drag me, and I could
hear his heavy breathing. The pain intensified. I clenched my teeth tightly so as
not to moan. I wanted to say a word of thanks to the soldier, but suddenly

everything went dark and I felt that I was flying into a dark pit.?

It would be five months before Badigin returned to front-line service.

Despite his earlier hesitancy and misgivings, Volsky was able to report with
relief that his IV Mechanised Corps was now making rapid progress, and ended
the second day of its advance about 30 miles (50km) southeast of Kalach. The
logistic difficulties that Yeremenko had experienced during the build-up were
now causing severe problems, with many formations running out of fuel. One
division reported that it no longer had any meat or bread left.”” In an attempt to
keep his spearheads moving, Major General Mikhail Stepanovich Shumilov’s
Sixty-Fourth Army ordered that all vehicles, including ambulances, were to be
used for moving supplies forward. Wounded men were left in the snow to fend
for themselves; most died.?® Regardless of the privations, morale was high. After
so many retreats and so many setbacks, the Red Army had the Germans on the
run. Some took out their anger on the Romanians, gunning down men who
had surrendered.
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The pincers of Vasilevsky’s great encirclement were now almost within
touching distance. The Germans had failed to grasp the scale and ambition of the
Russian plan — the withdrawal of 29th Motorised Division to set up a defensive
line in case Yeremenko’s troops tried to turn north into the immediate rear of the
Stalingrad positions highlights that even when it was clear that the Russians were
attacking in strength on either side of the Stalingrad salient, Army Group B was
still slow to draw the correct conclusions. During 21 November, Paulus sent
Army Group B his personal assessment of the situation together with his
recommendation:

Sixth Army [should] break through at the southwest sector of the [threatened]
encirclement by concentrating enough armour and troops to make this possible,
and then open a corridor protected by armour through which all troops and
essential equipment can be funnelled out to make contact with German troops in

the [lower] Don-Chir area.”

Weichs passed the request on to OKH together with his personal endorsement of
the proposal. Zeitzler presented the plan to Hitler with his own support, pointing
out that this withdrawal would serve several purposes. It could prevent the
encirclement of Sixth Army in Stalingrad; it would shorten supply lines and
concentrate forces where they could protect the lines of supply of Army Group A
in the Caucasus; Paulus’ withdrawing divisions would be in a position to strike
at the Russian armoured columns that had broken through the Romanian lines
on the middle Don, potentially winning a substantial victory and blunting
Russian strike power for the coming winter; and finally, it would also leave Sixth
Army in a position to resume the offensive in the following year after it had spent
a period of time recovering and replenishing. If the proposal was not adopted, he
concluded, there was a high likelihood that Sixth Army would be cut off in
Stalingrad, and — perhaps more importantly — there would be a major hole in the
German lines that would be impossible to repair.*

This was the first German consideration of the larger consequences of the
Russian attack. Regardless of the fate of Sixth Army, the retreating debris of the
Romanian Third and Fourth Armies and the remnants of XLVIII Panzer Corps
would not be remotely adequate to build a continuous front line. To professional
soldiers like Weichs and Zeitzler, this was — perhaps slightly belatedly — very
apparent. Hitler, however, took a different view. As it grew dark on the battlefields
to the west of the Don, the Fithrer’s reply reached Army Group B in the form of
a radio message:
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Sixth army will hold positions despite threat of temporary encirclement. Keep
railroad open as long as possible. Special orders regarding supply by air will

follow.?!

Dismayed by this message, Zeitzler tried again that evening to change Hiter’s
mind; the Fithrer was currently in Berchtesgaden in Bavaria, and the two men had
a long telephone conversation. Hitler was adamant: Stalingrad had to be held. If it
were abandoned, he told Zeitzler, this would effectively make the year’s campaign
pointless. Such an attitude was almost incomprehensible to the professional senior
officers of the army. The stated objective of the campaign had been to secure the
lower Volga as protection for what was the ultimate aim of the entire year’s
operations, namely the capture of the Caucasus oilfields. Hitler’s obsession with
Stalin’s city had then distorted the manner in which the campaign unfolded, but
even if the capture of Stalingrad had been the true primary objective, clinging to it
in such a manner was at best hugely risky. The previous winter, Hitler’s order to the
army to hold its positions in front of Moscow was probably the right one —
attempting to withdraw while under heavy Russian attack might have been
disastrous. Conversely, holding Stalingrad in the current circumstances was utterly
wrong-minded, as circumstances were not remotely comparable. In late 1941, the
Germans had no prospect of retreating to a defensible position, and the Russians
had no strategic objectives within striking range — neither factor applied in late
1942. Writing many years later, Manstein felt that this fundamentally came down
to Hitler’s fear of taking risks at an operational level, which manifested itself in a
refusal to accept temporary concession of territory in order to gain operational
freedom and a reluctance to denude other sectors in favour of giving sufficient
priority to the most important sector:

There are three possible reasons why Hitler evaded these risks in the military field.
First, he may secretly have felt that he lacked the military ability to cope with
them. This being so, he was even less likely to credit his generals with having it.
The second reason was the fear, common to all dictators, that his prestige would
be shaken by any setbacks ... Thirdly, there was Hitler’s intense dislike, rooted in
his lust for power, of giving up anything on which he had once laid hands.?

There was, as Manstein went on to describe, another factor. When confronted
with a difficult decision, particularly where the only real option was to do
something that he did not wish to do, Hitler would prevaricate and put off the
decision for as long as he could, perhaps in the hope that circumstances would
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change and make the decision unnecessary. This was such an occasion: all of the
professional opinion suggested that it was foolhardy in the extreme to leave Sixth
Army in Stalingrad, but withdrawal was so contrary to Hitler’s instincts that,
even before he had discussed matters with Luftwaffe commanders, he was already
thinking in terms of keeping the surrounded army alive by supplying it by air.

On the battlefield, the disparate German forces continued to struggle with the
snow, poor visibility, chaotic conditions as Romanian soldiers retreated, and
complete lack of any clarity about Russian dispositions or intentions. Finally, on
22 November, the reconnaissance battalion of 24th Panzer Division managed to
extricate itself from the tangle of vehicles in Kalach and reached the rest of the
division. Lenski sent its platoons out on cautious probes and discovered 14th Panzer
Division’s units at Oskinsky. He ordered his two tank battalions to advance north
to recapture Nizhne Budinovka and Verkhne Budinovka in order to join up with
his neighbouring formation, but immediately encountered armour from the
Russian IV Tank Corps. Whilst this skirmish developed, two divisions of IIT Guards
Cavalry Corps slipped through the gap between the two German panzer divisions
and pushed forward to the Don at Bolshenabolovsky; here, they encountered
elements of both 16th and 24th Panzer Divisions and tried with little success to
infiltrate past their northern flank. Nevertheless, the bulk of Hube’s XIV Panzer
Corps remained tied down in confused fighting to the north of the critical Don
crossings at Kalach. An attempt by the German units in Bolshenabolovsky to attack
along the Don road towards the area west of Kalach — largely back along the route
that 24th Panzer Division had already travelled — was abandoned in the face of
crippling fuel shortages and communications difficulties.

To the west, the confused attempts by the disparate elements of the German
XLVIII Panzer Corps to intervene were coming to an end. The Russian
VIII Cavalry Corps had bypassed the positions of 22nd Panzer Division and
began to work its way around to the rear of the division. Still out of contact with
Heim’s corps headquarters, the remnants of the Romanian 1st Armoured
Division attempted to fight their way out to the southwest; moving roughly
parallel to them but in no contact with them was a group of Romanian infantry
that had broken out from the pocket under the command of Mihail Lascir, who
continued grimly to defend an original sector of the front line midway between
Kletskaya and Serafimovich, now far to the rear of the advancing Russian forces.
Both Romanian columns made their way to Medvashy, only to find that 22nd
Panzer Division had been driven away to the southwest the day before. They
fought hit-and-run battles with the few Russian troops they encountered, and
left a trail of wrecked vehicles and bodies in their wake.

80



THE HAMMER FALLS: URANUS

Early on 23 November, Rodin prepared for his most important action since
the initial breakthrough. For the final advance from the Liska to Kalach, he
divided his tank corps into three columns, intending to converge on Kalach from
the northwest, the west and the southwest. The central column consisted of
19th Tank Brigade, under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel Georgi
Nikolayevich Filippov. He had acquired two captured German tanks and an
armoured car during his advance over the preceding days, and he placed these in
the forefront of his forces, with the rest of his tanks — with infantry riding aboard
— following a short distance behind.

The defence of such a critical location as Kalach — astride the rail link to
Stalingrad, it was vital for Sixth Army’s supply lines — had not been entrusted
to any major combat formation. Instead, the defences consisted of a mixture of
units. There was a single company from 16th Panzer Division’s supply units
together with much of the division’s workshop teams, a small group of
Feldgendarmerie (military police), a construction battalion, and two anti-aircraft
batteries. The ‘infantry’ amounted to the equivalent of a weak battalion in
numbers, and far less in combat value, through a shortage of officers and NCOs
and in the case of the construction battalion no significant combat training.
There were also hundreds of Romanian troops and German rear area stragglers
who had fled to Kalach from the collapsing Don front, and the Feldgendarmerie
troops lacked the numbers required to restore them to order; nor were there any
combat officers present who might have taken it upon themselves to organise the
stragglers into ad hoc combat units. A single 88mm anti-aircraft gun — a weapon
that had proved itself of enormous value as a tank killer — was deployed at the
bridge with perhaps a platoon of soldiers. Immediately to the east of the town
was a small training unit that prepared combat engineers for street fighting and
frequently used armoured vehicles, both German and captured Russian tanks.
Consequently, when Filippov’s column approached the bridge with its headlights
blazing, the troops on the bridge assumed that it was a detachment headed for
the training unit and waved it through without suspicion. A small group of T-34s
then followed and they too were allowed to pass.

It was only when one of the T-34s opened fire with its machine-guns on the
German soldiers around the bridge that the Germans realised that anything was
wrong. Immediately, the single 88mm gun opened fire and destroyed two of the
T-34s, but it had only eight anti-tank rounds available and, having fired all their
ammunition, its crew abandoned it and withdrew. Meanwhile, the three captured
German armoured vehicles, supported by the T-34s that had joined them,
established a defensive perimeter around the eastern end of the bridge, supported
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by the fire of the rest of Filippov’s tanks on the higher west bank. Belatedly, the
scratch garrison of Kalach tried to regain control of the eastern end of the bridge
so that they could trigger the demolition charges that had been prepared, but
three attacks were beaten off by Filippov’s men. As more Russian infantry arrived,
Filippov went onto the attack and started to force his way into Kalach. One last
German attack was beaten off and by mid-afternoon, Kalach had fallen. With it,
Sixth Army lost its rail link to the outside world and its supply route. Whatever
Hitler might have hoped from his radio message that the railroad was to be kept
open as long as possible, Paulus had not made any effort to create a force capable
of defending Kalach effectively. The elements of 24th Panzer Division, which
passed through the town just a day before it fell, were struggling to establish a
coherent line on the steppe further north; had they been in Kalach, it is highly
likely that they would have had sufficient firepower to stop Filippov and Rodin,
but even if Paulus had been minded to use Lenski’s division in this manner, he
would inevitably have had to seek permission from OKH, resulting in further
delay, and any attempt to intercept the Russian forces further north would have
been fatally weakened. Some elements of the German troops (and many of the
stragglers in the town) escaped to the south and were thus able to avoid being
trapped within Stalingrad, while others headed down the road to the ruined city.

After taking Kalach, Rodin paused long enough for more Russian troops to
catch up; the infantry arrived the following day, by which time a Luftwaffe attack

had damaged the bridge. The Russian infantry carefully crossed the frozen river,
as Abdullin recalled:

The ice was still thin and so slippery, as smooth as glass, that it was impossible to
take one step after another. Carrying heavy mortar barrels, tripods and base-plates,
we might break it in an instant and one slip or fall could plunge us all into the icy
water.

A command was given to collect sand in our helmets and our greatcoats and
pour it in front of us, spreading out about five metres apart. We then carefully
crossed in a chain, one behind the other. The ice creaked under our feet, as if it
would break. I do not remember any [river] crossing in the entire war that was as
quiet as this. For tens of metres in both directions all I heard were snorts and
muffled grunts: ‘Hush!” ‘Don’t stamp like an elephant!” ‘Careful!” To the side of us
was the bridge. Sappers were crawling all over it like ants. In front of the bridge
was a mass of vehicles and horse-drawn carts, with more and more arriving all the
time. The gunners couldn’t cross the river on such thin ice and were waiting for

the sappers to repair the damaged bridge.
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And we, the infantry, were already on the left bank. Where were our tanks?
On the entire stretch of the road from the Don to the town — in trenches, ditches,
on the road — there were the corpses of fascists and abandoned enemy equipment.
Our tankers had done a great job taking the fight to the Hitlerites!

We entered Kalach at dawn. In the deserted streets there were traces of a
panicky retreat by the enemy. Stolen loot had been abandoned in the middle of
the streets. The windows of the houses were open, the glass broken. Apparently,
some Nazis had jumped out of the windows directly into the street. A dead

German in a long shirt was hanging from a windowsill.*

Rodin now pushed on to the southeast, where Volsky was driving forward with
IV Mechanised Corps as fast as his limited fuel supply would allow. Abdullin’s
battalion was on the northern flank of the Russian forces advancing from Kalach.
Like soldiers in every army in every conflict, some of his comrades had been
unable to resist the opportunity to pick up a little loot:

Loaded as always with our rifles, barrels, and base-plates, we changed our firing
position at a run, close to the enemy. Our mortar teams took losses. A very good
man from Bodaibo, a Siberian, was killed. Like me, he came from the mining area
of Miass ... I turned him over and found a bag that scemed inexplicably heavy,
and not part of the standard mortar team equipment, which had crushed the nape
of his neck [when he fell]. I unfolded it — I found a hand sewing machine, carefully
wrapped in tent fabric. I was shocked. This was what killed him!

The Siberian was an excellent, brave, resolute soldier. And in peacetime he was
a good, caring family man. For him, the sewing machine was a symbol of
prosperity. He wanted to keep the sewing machine through the war and give it to
his wife. I recalled my life before the war. Only one or two people in the entire
mine had sewing machines. Gramophones and bicycles were rarities. But it was
this machine that killed the Siberian. I didn’t find a single mark on his body, he
just stcumbled while running and fell. I did not tell anyone in the company about

the machine, so that he wouldn’t be condemned.?

The two pincers of the great Russian offensive met near the village of Sovietsky,
completing the encirclement of Sixth Army. Soviet accounts, including a filmed
reconstruction, describe how the two armoured groups guided each other to the
rendezvous using signal flares and met amidst great rejoicing and the exchange of
vodka and food, but the reality was somewhat different. Abdullin was with
Rodin’s column:
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Our blood was up, and without realising that there are no more fascists between
us, we collided with each other in a firefight. Like many others, I soon thought
that there was something wrong: the shells flew past us without howling, the
explosions were smokeless, and the automatic and machine-gun fire was different
in that there were no explosive bullets.”

Heavy fire drove us to ground. We could see a lot of people fighting against
us. It was strange, the figures did not look like Hitlerites. Someone then realised
that the mass of troops facing us was our own! The reaction was like lightning,
though belated. Suddenly the battle stopped. Everybody ceased fire. We ran
towards each other, and there was only the creak of snow under our feet — such
silence.

‘Brothers!” we shouted in Russian!*®

Communication between the two groups was nonexistent, and both assumed
that the armoured force in its path was a German battlegroup; the exchange of
fire resulted in both groups taking casualties before the men realised their mistake.
The commander of 45th Tank Brigade, part of Rodin’s XXVI Tank Corps,
submitted a report after the action that his unit had fired green flares as he had
been instructed to do, but had then come under fire. After investigating the
matter, Yeremenko’s headquarters contradicted this, saying that no signal flares
had been fired.*

Despite this setback, the first phase of the Russian counteroffensive was
effectively complete: Stalingrad and Sixth Army — together with much of Fourth
Panzer Army — had been surrounded. The elements of Sixth Army that had been
sent west of the Don made their way back across the river via a series of small
bridges north of Kalach and withdrew into the city. At about the same time, the
final fighting around the original breakthrough area on the Don was dying down.
Having held their segment of the front line since the onset of Uranus and with only
intermittent contact with other commands, the last troops fighting under Lascar
laid down their weapons. They had received occasional airdrops of supplies, and
had struggled on in the vain hope that XLVIII Panzer Corps would come to their
aid. Lascir went into captivity unaware that he had become the first non-German
to be awarded the Knight's Cross by Hitler; he only learned of this when he returned
to the Eastern Front at the end of the war commanding a Romanian force recruited
from prisoners of war and fighting for the Soviet Union.

* Both sides on the Eastern Front believed that the other side used explosive machine-gun rounds, but

the large wounds that led to this belief were due to the high-velocity weapons in use, at first mainly
by the Germans but later by both sides.
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The remnants of XLVIII Panzer Corps regrouped along the line of the River
Chir, where various rear area units and groups of stragglers were coalescing into
a paper-thin battle line. When he reached this area, Heim found that he had been
dismissed from command for failing to defeat the Russian attack. He was also
stunned to find himself under arrest for a variety of crimes: he was to blame for
so few of 22nd Panzer Division’s tanks being operational; he failed to provide
sufficient anti-tank artillery to the Romanians; he did not keep control of his two
armoured formations to allow them to cooperate effectively; and the Russian
breakthrough was therefore his personal fault.’” At no stage had he been given
sufficient anti-tank weapons for his own division, let alone enough to strengthen
the Romanian units, and Hitler and OKH had interfered in his attempts to use
his corps in a coordinated attack first against the eastern part of the Russian
attack, then against the western part. Nevertheless, he was singled out for blame.

Weichs knew nothing about the arrest order, and nor did Zeitzler, who was at
first minded to regard it as some sort of misunderstanding. However, Keitel then
confirmed that Hitler had indeed made such an order. Heim was expelled from
the army, stripped of his rank and medals, imprisoned in Moabit in solitary
confinement without any due process, and sentenced to death. In mid-1943, he
was transferred — without explanation — to a military hospital and then released,
again without explanation. Subsequently, he learned that he had been placed on
the list of those who had retired from service, and his rank and medals had been
restored. In August 1944, Hitler recalled him and placed him in command of
‘Fortress Boulogne’. He took up the post to find that none of the extensive
fortifications planned for the town had been completed and he lacked sufficient
troops to man them; after a heavy bombardment, Boulogne fell to the Canadian
3rd Division after just five days. Hitler’s reaction to Heim’s failure to defend the
city to the last man, as was the standard instruction to all ‘fortress’ commanders,
is not recorded. Heim remained in captivity until 1948, and he died in 1971 in
Ulm, not far from Reutlingen, where he was born in 1895.
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CHAPTER 3

A PAPER-THIN LINE

The growth in size of armies throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, the scale of
military operations, and the increasing consumption of ammunition by modern
weapons made logistic considerations of ever greater importance. Even as early as
the American Civil War, control of railroads was vital for the movement of supplies,
and it became increasingly normal for armies to use railways as the axes of advance
and retreat. The different rail gauges of the Russian Empire and the rest of Europe
contributed greatly to the limitations of offensives on the Eastern Front in the First
World War, and despite the increase in the numbers and reliability of motor vehicles
by the Second World War, the poor quality of roads in Russia and the Ukraine,
together with the sheer volumes of supplies needed, ensured that control of the
railways would remain a priority, not least because the Germans lacked the
quantities of trucks and fuel available to American and British forces in the west.
In the southern part of the Eastern Front, the Germans were faced with two
major rail choke points for their logistic operations. The first was at the lower Dnepr,
where there were only two railway crossings — one at Dnepropetrovsk and a second at
Zaporozhye, the latter having been only partly restored by the time the crisis erupted
on the middle Don in November. From those crossings, the rail lines continued to a
second point of congestion at Rostov over the lower Don. Capture of either of these
choke points by the Red Army would have devastating consequences for the
Wehrmacht, and the armoured formations that had torn apart the Romanian Third
Army were now far closer to both points than the bulk of German troops in the
region, who were either stranded in Stalingrad or stuck in the Caucasus foothills.
The encirclement of Sixth Army made the logistic headaches of the German
Army far worse. Regardless of Hider’s reluctance to abandon any territory —
particularly the ruins of a city bearing the name of Stalin — it was inconceivable
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that Paulus and his troops could be left to fend for themselves for any length of
time without supplies; having failed to anticipate the possibility of being cut off,
the lack of preparations for such an eventuality began to have an immediate
effect. For example, there were no facilities within the encirclement for bread to
be baked on a large scale. Consequently, loaves of bread would have to be flown
in rather than sacks of flour, which would have taken up far less room. From the
moment they were surrounded, the physical and combat strength of Sixth Army’s
soldiers began to diminish, and therefore if they were to break out to the west,
the order had to be given as soon as possible. In the event, Hitler accepted
reassurances that Sixth Army could be sustained by air, and consequently refused
permission for a breakout. This had huge consequences for the further conduct
of operations on the Eastern Front and indeed for the entire war, and the events
that allowed Hitler to take this position are worth closer examination — not only
are they of relevance to the fate of Sixth Army and the unfolding of operations to
the west of the city, they also shed valuable light on the relationships at the upper
levels of the Third Reich.

Even before the two pincers of Uranus met on the steppe and completed the
encirclement of Sixth Army, Hitder — still in Berchtesgaden — summoned
Generaloberst Hans Jeschonnek, the chief of staff of the Luftwaffe, for
discussions.! He explained to the Luftwaffe officer that the encirclement of Sixth
Army was imminent, but a new army group under Manstein would restore the
situation in short order. In response to the question of whether the Luftwaffe
could keep Sixth Army supplied for the duration of the encirclement, Jeschonnek
replied that it was perfectly possible, provided that there were adequate air bases
both within the encirclement and outside it and sufficient aircraft were made
available.

The basis for Jeschonnek’s assurance appears to have been the previous
winter’s events at Demyansk. The Luftwaffe successfully sustained the pocket,
but there were several critical differences. To keep the 100,000 men in
Demyansk alive, 300 tons of supplies had to be delivered every day, and due to
the constraints of the weather this required 500 Ju-52 transport aircraft to be
made available — each aircraft could carry a little less than two tons of freight,
and weather and logistic considerations meant that not all would be able to
function on any given day.” Furthermore, the ability of the Soviet Air Force to
intervene at Demyansk was minimal. By contrast, the Stalingrad pocket
contained over 250,000 men, and a direct comparison with Demyansk led to
the conclusion that a daily total of 750 tons would be needed. Given the far
greater power of the Soviet Air Force around Stalingrad, the operations could

87



ON A KNIFE'S EDGE

expect a higher loss rate and even the most cursory calculations showed that
the Luftwaffe simply did not have the resources for such an operation. To make
matters worse, the deteriorating situation in North Africa had already resulted
in much of the Luftwaffe’s airlift capacity being transferred to the Mediterranean
theatre to send reinforcements to Rommel’s forces.

Many reasons have been suggested to explain Jeschonnek’s over-hasty
reassurance that an airlift to sustain Sixth Army could be carried out. Despite his
personal strong loyalty to Hitler, relations between the two men had deteriorated
as the war progressed due to the declining capability of the Luftwaffe, and, given
the manner in which Hitler treated his subordinates, there was probably a strong
desire on JeschonneK’s part to regain the favour of his master. He was also acting
on the false assumption that the encirclement would be ended very quickly —
therefore, even if there were a shortfall in the daily supply flights, it would be of
little long-term consequence.

The commander of Fliegerkorps VIII, the Luftwaffe body operating in the
Stalingrad sector, was Generalleutnant Martin Fiebig. On 21 November, he
spoke to Sixth Army’s chief of staff, Schmidzt, by telephone:

I asked how they planned to keep Sixth Army supplied, especially when the
supply line from the rear looked certain to be cut very soon. General Schmidt
replied that supplies would have to be carried in by air. I replied that supplying an
entire army by air was impossible, particularly when our transport aircraft were
already heavily committed in North Africa. I warned him against exaggerated
expectations. Generaloberst Paulus entered the conversation occasionally on his
other telephone line. Next morning, at 0700, I telephoned General Schmidt
again, telling him that he was counting too strongly on air supply. I stressed to
him again that, after long deliberations, based on my experience and knowledge
of the means available, supplying Sixth Army by air was simply not feasible.

Further, the weather and enemy situations were completely unpredictable factors.?

Richthofen agreed wholeheartedly with Fiebig and spent several hours that
evening and night telephoning Goering, Jeschonnek, Weichs and Zeitzler to try
to persuade them that it was inconceivable that Sixth Army could be supplied by
air, but although he succeeded with the latter three, it was of no consequence.
Nor were he and Fiebig the only local commanders to see the folly of what was
being attempted. Amongst the units that were about to be encircled in Stalingrad
was Generalmajor Wolfgang Pickert’s 9th Flak Division. He attended a meeting
on 22 November with Paulus, Schmidt and Hoth, where the imminent
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encirclement was discussed. According to Pickert’s account, Schmidt asked him
for his suggestion on what should be done; Pickert replied without hesitation
that Sixth Army should gather together all its forces and break out to the
southwest. Schmidt countered that Hitler had ordered Sixth Army to continue
to hold Stalingrad and that there was insufficient fuel for any breakout. An
attempt to do so would involve fighting through Russian troops that had
occupied higher ground to the west and several thousand wounded men would
have to be left behind. Regardless of these considerations, Pickert countered,
there was no realistic alternative to an immediate breakout; his division’s heavy
guns could offer fire support, and the smaller 20mm guns could be carried by
their men. Schmidt refused to accept his advice and told him that Sixth Army
would take up a position of all-round defence and would expect to be supplied
by air. This was the first that Pickert had heard of this proposal, and he flatly
rejected it — he told the other officers in blunt terms that based upon his
knowledge of Luftwaffe capabilities, such an operation was simply impossible.
Paulus, who had remained silent for much of the discussion, then made a
contribution. There were two considerations that were paramount, he told the
gathering. Firstly, Hitler had ordered Sixth Army to remain in Stalingrad.
Secondly, he believed that a breakout would result in his army being destroyed in
the open, stranded without fuel and supplies.* Paulus also stated unequivocally
that there was insufficient fuel or ammunition for a breakout, but subsequent
events showed that this assessment was at best a guess, and most likely to be
incorrect.

These early exchanges were of critical importance. Every officer qualified to
make a judgement — with the possible initial exception of Jeschonnek, and by
this time he had changed his mind and agreed with other Luftwaffe officers —
regarded the proposed airlift as impossible. The counter-argument that there was
insufficient fuel for a breakout was almost irrelevant; if the army could not be
sustained by air, it had to make an attempt to break through the Russian cordon,
even if the consequence was that much of its equipment would have to be
abandoned. After all, if an airlift was impossible, the equipment was doomed in
any conceivable outcome. Caught on the hook of Hitler’s insistence on clinging
on to Stalingrad and with a lifetime career of obedience to orders, Paulus shut his
ears to all logical consideration.

There was a clear difference of opinion developing between most front-line
commanders — whether in the army or the Luftwaffe — on the one hand, and Hitler
and his inner circle on the other. At Army Group B headquarters, Weichs sent a
message to OKH on 22 November adding his weight to the argument that supply
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by air was out of the question and that regardless of the losses that would be suffered
in an attempted breakout, it was the only conceivable course of action.” Within
Sixth Army, the corps commanders met and came to a similar conclusion, and with
the agreement of Weichs, they began preparations for an immediate regrouping
with a view to breaking out on 25 November. Paulus had no knowledge of these
plans and continued to hesitate between what everyone (with the exception of
Schmidg, his chief of staff) was telling him and what Hitler was expecting of him.
On 22 November, he requested freedom of decision if it proved impossible to
reorganise his troops for all-round defence, stating that he was nevertheless prepared
to hold fast if he could receive ample supplies. Given that he had recently told
Pickert and others that there was insufficient fuel for any breakout, it seems odd
that he should effectively have been asking for permission to conduct such an
operation just a short time later — there had not been sufficient time for a thorough
audit of fuel reserves, so it seems that on the earlier occasion, Paulus simply clutched
ata ‘fact’ in order to silence Pickert. The following day, he informed Hitler that the
corps commanders were unanimous in their view that an immediate breakout was
necessary, and finally conceded that he had been advised that it would not be
possible to supply Sixth Army by air.®

A day later, after returning to East Prussia, Hitler had a meeting with Zeitzler.
All talk of a brief airlift while Manstein mounted a successful relief operation had
gone, and instead Hitler made clear that he required a prolonged period of supply
by air for the beleaguered Sixth Army. He now designated Stalingrad as a Festung
(‘fortress’) and adamantly insisted to Zeitzler that it was the duty of the garrison
of a fortress to withstand a period of siege. Zeitzler protested that all field
commanders of the army and Luftwaffe were certain that any airlift, either
short-term or long-term, was not possible. In any event, a fortress usually had the
opportunity to prepare for a siege so that it could endure a period of isolation,
and this was manifestly not the case with regard to Stalingrad. Hitler dismissed
these arguments, telling Zeitzler not to be so pessimistic and to ignore the
comments of defeatist officers.”

Even Jeschonnek had changed his mind. His initial assurances to Hitler had
been made under pressure in his conversation with the Fithrer, and after
discussions with his own staff — and several by telephone with Richthofen, who
was a personal friend — he now contacted Hitler to advise him that his previous
assessment might have been too hasty. However, Hitler was determined to hold
onto Stalingrad and placed far more reliance on those who agreed with him than
those who disagreed. Keitel, head of OKW, had a longstanding reputation for
rarely, if ever, contradicting the Fiihrer, and repeatedly proclaimed that there
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could be no retreat from the shores of the Volga. Generaloberst Alfred Jodl, head
of the operations staff at OKW, was perhaps less sycophantic, but had clashed
badly with Hitler over the dismissal of List in September and on this occasion
chose to keep a lower profile, limiting himself to saying that there should be no
withdrawal until a relief actempt had been made — which ignored the reality that
the longer a withdrawal was put off, the less likely it was to succeed.

Perhaps the voice that made the greatest impression on Hitler at this time was
that of Reichsmarschall Hermann Goering, head of the Luftwaffe. By this stage
of the war, he was no longer held in such high esteem by Hitler; the failure of the
Luftwaffe in the Battle of Britain and its gradual decline as a fighting force had
disillusioned the Fithrer, whose opinion of Goering was further damaged by the
intrigues of other senior Party figures like Martin Bormann and Heinrich
Himmler, who denigrated Goering in order to advance their own interests. The
multitude of posts held by Goering, with widespread responsibility for industrial
production as well as the Luftwaffe, resulted in him giving less attention to any
part of his sprawling empire than was needed, and by late 1942 he was anxious
to recover prestige by whatever means he could. It is likely that the two men first
spoke about the subject of air supply for Sixth Army shortly after Jeschonnek had
assured Hidler that such an operation was possible.® At this stage, Hitler had
already issued his order to Paulus to hold on in Stalingrad and that Sixth Army
would be supplied by air. Without detailed figures immediately to hand, Goering
assured Hitler that the Luftwaffe would do whatever was necessary, and then
ordered his staff to divert all available aircraft for the operation. The following
day, he travelled to Berchtesgaden, where Hitler asked him whether he was still
in favour of supplying Sixth Army by air; Goering answered with an unequivocal
affirmative.

Almost immediately, Goering received a briefing that undermined whatever
remaining credibility the airlifc operation had. The initial estimates on the
numbers of aircraft — which cast doubt on the entire scheme — were based upon
the use of 250kg and 1,000kg containers in place of bombs on bombers, but
Goering now learned that this weight did not refer to their capacity, merely to the
size of the bombs that they replaced. Their capacity was actually far less than this,
Jeschonnek explained, and whatever diminishing hope might have existed for
sustaining Sixth Army by air was thus extinguished. Despite Jeschonnek’s pleas
that he should inform Hitler that air supply was impossible, Goering forbade
Jeschonnek from informing Hitler personally about the cargo containers. Instead,
he phoned Hidler himself and assured him that the Luftwaffe could carry out the
required airlift.
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On a later occasion, in a conversation with Bruno Lérzer, who like Goering
had been a leading fighter pilot in the First World War, Goering attempted to
justify this assurance that he gave despite Jeschonnek’s briefing. He told Lorzer
that Hitler had started the exchange by telling him that Sixth Army was lost
unless the Luftwaffe could support it by an aitlift; in the circumstances, he
explained, refusing to carry out the airlift would effectively have left the Luftwaffe
to carry the blame for the loss of Sixth Army.” But such an argument assumes that
the only options were either to attempt an airlift or to allow Sixth Army to be
destroyed, and ignores the third option, that of an immediate breakout. However,
Goering probably feared being blamed for forcing Hitler to abandon Stalingrad,
the capture of which had come to mean so much.

When Zeitzler attempted to explain to Hitler that the arithmetic for an airlift
simply did not add up, Hitler summoned Goering and asked him if the Luftwaffe
could carry out the operation. Goering saluted and gave Hitler the required
assurance, and there followed a furious argument between Zeitzler and Goering.
The OKH chief of staff tried to persuade Goering by quoting the minimum
tonnage required per day for the operation to succeed; Goering replied
unequivocally that the Luftwaffe could carry the required amount, and that
calculations about airlift capacity were the sole reserve of the Luftwaffe. Relieved
to have heard what he wanted to hear, Hitler — who was normally obsessed with
numerical data, but on this occasion discounted such data from the chief of the
general staff in favour of Goering’s assurances — dismissed Zeitzler with the
comment that he had to believe the Reichsmarschall’s assurance, and the matter
was closed.'” The exact date of this exchange is disputed, but given the movements
of Goering — rather than devoting his energies to the airlift, he was in Paris from
22 to 27 November visiting art galleries — it is likely that the conversation
happened after his return to East Prussia, by which time Hitler had already made
his decision. In any event, the best chance for Sixth Army to escape by an
immediate breakout had already passed.

Within the encirclement, Paulus finally became aware of the plans of his
corps commanders to organise a breakout and immediately put a stop to them,
despite their having been authorised by Weichs at Army Group B. General
Walter von Seydlitz-Kurzbach, commander of LI Corps, promptly sent a heartfelt

memorandum to Paulus:
The order of Hitler to keep the encirclement and to wait for relief from outside is

founded on an absolutely unreal basis. It cannot be carried through and its

consequences must be a debacle. It is, however, our holy duty to preserve and save
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our divisions, therefore another order must be given or another decision be taken
by the army itself. Our army has only the alternative of the breakthrough toward
the southwest or ruin within a few weeks. We are morally responsible for the life
or death of our soldiers. Our conscience toward the Sixth Army and our country
commands us to refuse the orders of Hitler and assume for ourselves freedom of
action. The lives of some hundred thousand German soldiers are at stake. There is

no other way.!!

The logic of Seydlitz’s appeal was impeccable, but Paulus would not be moved:
Sixth Army would obey Hitler’s order to hold fast. There is some irony in the
thought that, when Jodl fell out with Hitler over the dismissal of List, there was
talk that Jodl would be dismissed and replaced by Paulus, with Seydlitz replacing
him as commander of Sixth Army — had that happened, Seydlitz would have
been in a position to carry out the act of insubordination that he proposed, and
that Paulus now refused to consider. Unaware that Seydlitz was actively working
for a breakout and had even ordered an unauthorised withdrawal of 94th Infantry
Division from the northern perimeter of the city in preparation — a move that
was spotted by the Russians, who immediately put down a heavy artillery
bombardment, inflicting heavy losses on the withdrawing infantry — Hitler
appointed him commander of the northern sector with specific orders not to
permit any withdrawals. An alternative explanation for this appointment is that
by making Seydlitz personally responsible for the northern perimeter, Hitler
removed any possibility of further unauthorised withdrawals. Regardless of the
reason, the losses suffered by 94th Infantry Division haunted Paulus in the weeks
that followed — whenever the possibility of reducing the size of the pocket in
order to gather forces for a breakout was discussed, the spectre of similar events
on a far larger scale dominated Paulus’ fears and was used as a reason to reject any
suggestions of making preparations without Hitler’s prior approval.

It was in this context that Manstein and his staff had to make their own
assessments and decisions. Together with Busse, his chief of staff, Manstein made
his own evaluation of the situation on 24 November:

The enemy would in the first instance do everything in his power to destroy the
encircled Sixth Army. At the same time we had to bear in mind the possibility that
he would try to exploit the collapse of Third Romanian Army by pushing
mechanised forces across the large bend of the Don towards Rostov, where he was
offered the prospect of cutting off the rear communications not only of Sixth and

Fourth Panzer Armies but also of Army Group A. The forces at the enemy’s
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disposal — which he could doubtless augment by road and rail transport — would
allow him to pursue the two aims simultaneously.

I further concluded that the Army Group’s foremost task must in any case be
the liberation of Sixth Army. On the one hand, the fate of 200,000 German
soldiers was at stake. On the other, unless the army was kept in existence and
ultimately set free, there could hardly be any hope of restoring the situation on
the right wing of the Eastern Front. One thing was clear: even if we were able to
raise the siege and re-establish contact, Sixth Army must on no account be left at
Stalingrad. The city’s prestige value as far as we were concerned was non-existent.
On the contrary, if we should succeed in getting the army out, it would be
urgently needed to give the maximum possible help in stabilising the situation on

the southern wing sufficiently to bring us safely through the winter."?

In other words, it wasnt enough just to relieve Sixth Army; the restoration of the
entire southern sector would require its troops to be redeployed to prevent a far
greater catastrophe. Like many other officers, Manstein was of the opinion that
the best moment for a breakout had been either before or immediately after the
encirclement; now, an operation could not be launched until the end of
November, by which time he expected the Red Army to have positioned sufficient
troops to make success far less likely. Consequently, he concluded that — provided
sufficient supplies could be brought into the encirclement by air to prevent the
fighting power of Sixth Army from being degraded — it would be best to wait
until he could mount a relief effort.
In his memoirs, Manstein stressed this point:

The fact had to be faced that any delay was dangerous, since it would give the
enemy time to consolidate his siege front. Such a risk could only be entertained if
the Supreme Command guaranteed to supply Sixth Army by air for as long as was
needed to liberate it.

... Since we considered the best chance for an independent break-out had
already been missed, it was preferable from the operational point of view at the
present time to wait until the projected relief groups could come to the army’s aid
— always assuming that an adequate airlift could be counted on. The latter factor,
we emphasised [in communications to Schmidt at Sixth Army headquarters] was
absolutely decisive [emphasis in original text].

... An absolute prerequisite for accepting the risk of not making an immediate
break-out from Stalingrad was that Sixth Army should daily receive 400 tons of
supplies by air."?
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Given the widespread opinion amongst local Luftwaffe officers like Richthofen
and Fiebig that an adequate airlift was impossible, it seems odd that Manstein
was prepared even to consider this possibility — he must have been aware of their
views about what was being proposed. To a large extent, this seems to be an
attempt at rationalisation after the event, given that there was no possibility of
Hitler changing his mind. But Manstein was also guided by a much larger
picture. If the encircled troops were to attempt a breakout immediately, it was
highly likely that they would suffer major losses in the attempt and as a
consequence there would not be sufficient forces available to repair the huge
breach created in the front line. This would then release the entire weight of the
Russian armies surrounding Stalingrad to descend on the lower Don, thus
trapping Army Group A and creating an even bigger disaster. Undil such time as
Sixth Army could be extracted intact and able to function as a fighting force, it
was better — almost regardless of the realities of supply by air — for it to stay where
it was, tying down more than half the Red Army’s resources in the region. The
rest of the Red Army’s forces in the region were already a huge threat without this
additional reinforcement.

The limited rail crossings over the lower Dnepr and the Don, compounded
by constant harassment of trains by partisan groups, interfered with another vital
function: the movement of reinforcements. If Stalingrad was to be reached by a
relief column — indeed, if the entire southern sector of the Eastern Front was to
be saved from disaster — substantial movements of troops would be necessary,
either from other sectors of the Eastern Front or from the west. With the limited
capacity of the rail system already stretched to the limit by supply movements,
there was little capacity for still more trains, yet the effort had to be made. In the
meantime, the huge hole torn in the front by Uranus had to be filled, or the Red
Army would be free to push on to Rostov and the lower Don, sealing the fate
both of the encircled Sixth Army and also of Army Group A in the Caucasus.

In the days after the completion of the encirclement of Stalingrad, the pressure
exerted by the Red Army on the shattered lines of Army Group Don began to
ease, not least because Vasilevsky wished to concentrate on the surrounded Sixth
Army, as he later described:

The Nazis would urgently take all measures to afford their troops maximum aid
from outside and help them out of the Stalingrad encirclement; it was therefore
essential for us to destroy the surrounded enemy grouping as quickly as possible
and free our own forces engaged in the operation; before this fundamental task

was achieved we had to isolate as best we could the encircled grouping from the
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arrival of other enemy troops; to these ends we had swiftly to form a solid outer
front and have enough reserves of mobile troops behind it ... the troops of all the
three fronts in the inner encirclement would continue their decisive actions in
destroying the surrounded enemy from the morning of 24 November without

any substantial regrouping or additional preparation.'*

Had Vasilevsky known the catastrophic weakness of the German forces outside
the pocket, he would have realised that preventing any relief of Stalingrad could
perhaps be best achieved by a renewal of the offensive, but the Red Army was still
learning the art of operations in the mechanised age, and in any event there had
to be a pause to bring forward supplies and recover damaged and abandoned
tanks. The retreating elements of the Romanian Third Army streamed back to
the line of the Chir, where they began to coalesce around a small number of
energetic officers. One such was Oberst Walther Wenck, who would later become
the youngest German promoted to the rank of general. He was too young to
serve in the First World War; he spent his teenage years as a cadet in a military
school, and was approaching the end of his time with the academy in
Berlin-Lichterfelde when the war came to an end. A fellow cadet described the
mood of the cadets on the brink of manhood when they learned of the dissolution
of the Hohenzollern monarchy to which their families had given service for
generations:

[We felt] the most intense pain for what was happening, [we were] effectively
discarded, unable to contribute either for or against, forced to stand to one side
with our wakening strength and eagerness, a reserve without a front line, held
back for nothing at all, and our energy poured into a ghostly emptiness in which,
even though we were still a nation, this was nothing more than a collective
sentiment. This was our terror, it seemed that we were superfluous, we felt it
whenever we marched as a formation through the streets, we felt it in the strange

hostility in the eyes of those who stared at us."”

It was almost inevitable that, when demobilised soldiers volunteered to serve
with the paramilitary Freikorps to fight against communists and other ‘enemies’
of what remained of the established order in 1919, many cadets like Wenck also
joined their ranks. He served in the Freikorps Reinhard and was wounded during
clashes in Berlin; for the young Wenck this was almost the equivalent of a wound
received in the First World War, and he resented the intervention of his father
who forcibly returned him to the cadet academy. Immediately, he escaped and
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joined Freikorps von Oven; Oberst Wilfred von Oven, who knew his father, gave
him several days’ leave and advised him to return home, giving him a letter for
his parents. Whatever the contents of the letter were, Wenck did not find out,
but he was given permission to return to the Freikorps from where he was sent to
an infantry training school near Munich. When the peacetime Reichswehr was
established, he joined as a junior infantry officer, and the outbreak of the Second
World War found him serving as operations officer for 1st Panzer Division. After
a spell as an instructor in the Kriegsschule, he became chief of staff of LVII Corps
just as it was being redesignated as a panzer corps. As the crisis on the Don
developed following the onset of Uranus, he was assigned both as liaison officer
and chief of staff with the Romanian Third Army. He arrived in Morozovsk on
23 November and was immediately tasked with helping to bring order to the
flecing remnants of the formations that had been destroyed in the front line. He
described the situation:

The next morning I flew closer to the front in a Fieseler Storch, to the Chir bend.
There was nothing left of the Romanian formations. Somewhere west of Kletskaya,
the brave remnants of Gruppe Lascar were still fighting. The rest of the allies were
in complete flight. With the limited resources at hand, we couldn’t stop those
retreating. I had the remnants of XLVIII Panzer Corps, the improvised Luftwaffe
formations, the rear area units of the already surrounded Sixth Army, all of which
were being gathered into battlegroups by energetic officers, and a constant stream
of men from Sixth and Fourth Panzer Armies returning from leave ... I received
my instructions and information directly from the chief of the general staff,
General Zeitzler, as Army Group B had its hands full and could hardly oversee my
sector properly.

My main task at first was to create blocking units under the command of
vigorous officers so that we could at least establish reconnaissance patrols along
the front of the Don and Chir either side of the already established Kampfgruppen
Adam, Staheland Spang, in cooperation with the Luftwaffe units of Generalleutnant
Martin Fiebig’s Fliegerkorps VIII. 1 therefore literally strewed my staff along the
road. The same applied to motorcycles, cars and signals equipment, in other
words practically everything that one would need for staffwork. The old senior
NCOs with Eastern Front experience were particularly valuable and could be
given any assignment.

I had no communications net of my own. By luck, I was able to make use of
Sixth Army’s net in its supply area and the Luftwaffe net. After countless

conversations on these networks I was able to get an overall picture of the situation
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in our sector where German blocking units fought on, and there were also still
some Romanian formations. With just a few men I was constantly moving to get
a personal impression and to be able to decide which positions should be used for
elastic defence and where a definitive stand had to be made.

Our only reserve on which we could count was the returning stream of men
from leave. We armed them from army group depots, workshops, or simply by
‘organising’ matters.

To form the leaderless groups and individual men from three armies who had
been split up by the Russian breakthrough into new units often needed
extraordinary, increasingly inventive and drastic measures.

I recall how in Morozovsk I sent the chief of a Wehrmacht propaganda
company to set up a field cinema at a major road junction. So many soldiers and
units gathered there and were reorganised and reequipped. Most then conducted
themselves well.

At one point, a Feldwebel from the military police came to me and reported
that near the main supply route he had discovered an almost abandoned fuel
dump ‘without any officers’. We actually didn’t need fuel but had a pressing
requirement for vehicles in order to provide transport for our newly formed troop
formations. So I had signs put up along all the roads in the rear area directing
people to the ‘vehicle refuelling point’. Drivers desperate for fuel for their trucks,
cars, and whatever else drove to our dump. The vehicles that arrived did receive
fuel but were prevented from continuing on their way. In this manner the vehicles
and drivers moving in the rear area or thinking about retreating were organised
into new transport units so that our mobility needs were addressed. From each
train transporting tanks to Gruppe Hoth [i.e. Fourth Panzer Army] I uncoupled a

tank ‘for audit purposes’. In this manner we soon had ten tanks.'¢

As the number of tanks and assault guns — acquired ‘for audit purposes’, or
from workshops where they were being repaired — accumulated, Wenck
organised them into a panzer battalion and used it to help reinforce the front
line. His operations officer made the mistake of mentioning ‘our panzer
brigade’ in a daily situation report to Manstein’s headquarters, and Wenck was
summoned to explain where he had obtained the tanks; despite sympathising
with Wenck, Manstein ordered him to hand the tanks over to the panzer
divisions that were assembling in the area. Thereafter, Wenck was more
cautious, never allowing more than a company of tanks to collect at any one
spot, in order to avoid attracting the attention of higher commands that might
then reallocate them.
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Much of the combat strength of the Luftwaffe had been operating from the
airfields immediately to the west of Stalingrad in support of operations in the
city, and these units redeployed in haste as Uranus unfolded. This had serious
consequences, with much valuable equipment being left behind. In particular,
de-icing equipment was in short supply and Luftwaffe ground personnel had to
struggle to cope as best they could in sub-zero conditions:

The cold caused unimaginable difficulties in starting aircraft engines, as well as
engine maintenance, in spite of the well-known and already proven ‘cold starting’
procedures. Without any protection against the cold and the snowstorms, ground
support personnel worked unceasingly to the point where their hands became
frostbitten. Fog, icing and snowstorms caused increasing difficulties, which were

compounded at night."”

The cold-starting procedures included a trick learned from the Russians the
previous winter — in order to prevent engine oil from becoming too viscous in
sub-zero temperatures to allow the engines to function, petroleum was added to
it. Once the engine reached operating temperature, the petroleum would
evaporate, allowing the engine to function normally, but the procedure increased
engine wear considerably.

In an attempt to bring order to the shattered front between the Don — where
the left wing of Third Romanian Army continued to hold its positions — and the
Chir, where the remnants of XLVIII Panzer Corps had finally been able to stop
their retreat, the German XVII Corps was moved from Army Group B’s reserve
to the region. It consisted of two German infantry divisions under the collective
command of General Karl-Adolf Hollidt, a diffident infantry officer with a
record that was superficially unspectacular, but during which he had acquired
considerable skill in taking troops with low levels of training and turning them
into first-rate units, an ability that was now suddenly in demand. He found his
corps expanded rapidly into Armee Abteilung Hollidt (‘Army Detachment
Hollidt’), with control of the remnants of many of the Romanian divisions that
had been broken during the Russian breakout from the Don bridgeheads and the
new battlegroups that were being created.

In addition to Wenck’s improvised units, other small groups began to form
along the new front of the Chir valley. Hollidt’s detachment took up positions
along the upper part of the river from the Romanian I Corps on the Don to the
battered XLVIII Panzer Corps with the remnants of the Romanian 1st Armoured
Division and 22nd Panzer Division. Then came the first of the new ad hoc units,
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Gruppe Spang, consisting of rear area units, stragglers and men who had been
trying to return to their units from hospital or home leave. Its eastern neighbour
was Gruppe Stabel, built around the staff of the Luftwafle’s Fliegerkorps VIII and
able to make use of powerful dual-purpose flak weaponry, followed by Gruppe
Stumpfeld and Gruppe Abraham — later renamed Gruppe Adam. With varying
degrees of success, all of these units fought off Russian probing attacks in the last
week of November, but despite the remarkable resilience shown by these groups,
all of which contained large numbers of rear area personnel with little front-line
training or experience, the new front line was paper thin. A single powerful
armoured thrust would tear it apart.

Gruppe Adam was the result of a rare stroke of good fortune for the Wehrmacht.
As the losses amongst junior officers mounted in Stalingrad, a decision was made
to establish a school for promising NCOs from a variety of formations who
could then be promoted and would serve with the infantry. The school was
stationed near the mouth of the Chir at Nizhne Chirskaya, which was briefly
nominated as the new headquarters for Sixth Army after the onset of Uranus, and
Paulus’ adjutant Adam was sent there before the decision was made to relocate
the headquarters to the Stalingrad pocket. Adam immediately made use of the
men in the school to create a series of battlegroups — the instructors became
battalion commanders, the trainees, most of whom were close to the end of their
training, became platoon and company commanders, and the rank and file were
formed from stragglers, rear area units, and any other personnel available. The
group grew rapidly to something not far short of division strength, though it
lacked heavy weapons, and Adam suggested that it should be commanded by
Oberst Erich Abraham, an old friend who had been serving with 76¢th Infantry
Division in Stalingrad but had been sent to the rear due to sickness and had been
working in the training school:

To my great astonishment he turned [the post] down, as he was still ill. I have
never been so surprised about a comrade as I was with Abraham at this point. We
demanded the very last effort from our simple soldiers, and how did an active
officer and regimental commander behave? He reported sick, although nothing
noticeable in his condition had arisen during the last few weeks ... It seemed to

me that the behaviour of my old comrade was due to depression.'®
Adam continued to command the group until he was summoned back to Paulus’

side within the encirclement. The group now came under command of
Generalleutnant Eccard Freiherr von Gablenz; he had commanded XXVII Corps
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in the fighting at Moscow but was removed from his post after repeatedly
ignoring Hitler’s order not to pull back, and then took command of 384th
Infantry Division, which was now being disbanded in the Stalingrad pocket due
to catastrophic losses.

Still struggling to reach his new command along the overcrowded rail lines,
Manstein arrived in Rostov on 26 November where he met General Arthur
Hauffe, head of the German military mission to Romania. He informed Manstein
that of the 22 Romanian divisions deployed in what had been Army Group B,
nine had been completely destroyed, nine routed, and only four were still fit for
battle, though given time it might be possible to return other units to the front
line. By contrast, a letter from Marshal Ion Antonescu, the Romanian head of
state and commander-in-chief, angrily drew attention to the repeated warnings
the Romanians had given of the coming Red Army offensive and the failure of
Germany to provide adequate support. As Manstein succinctly summarised: ‘His
letter voiced the justified disillusionment of a soldier who sees his troops lost
through the mistakes of others.””

Later that day, Manstein finally reached his new headquarters in
Novocherkassk. It took a further day for communications lines to be established,
and Army Group Don officially took control of its sector on 27 November. The
previous three days had seen the first attempts by the Red Army to break into the
Stalingrad pocket with the intention of dividing it into smaller segments that
could then be destroyed; somewhat to the surprise of the Russian forces, Sixth
Army defended its positions energetically and threw back all attacks with heavy
losses. Part of the reason lay in a major underestimate of the size of the encircled
German force. The Red Army had calculated on trapping perhaps 90,000 men;
in reality, the German troops — together with thousands of Romanians who had
retreated into the pocket — numbered nearly three times that.

Thoughts were already turning to further operations to exploit the Red Army’s
advantage. Vasilevsky visited the various front commanders to get their assessments
of the situation, and as a result recommended to Stalin that the troops of Southwest
Front should be reorganised to allow for the creation of First and Third Guards
Armies. These formations, together with Fifth Tank Army, would then be unleashed
against the fragile German front along the Chir and middle Don, with the intention
of shattering both Gruppe Hollidt and the Italian Eighth Army — First Guards Army
was to attack from Verkhny Mamon towards Millerovo, where it would meet Third
Guards Army. Having destroyed the German defensive line, the two armies would
push on to the River Donets and secure crossings, from which future operations
towards Rostov would be executed. To the northwest of this force, Voronezh Front’s
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Sixth Army would also attack, and Fifth Tank Army would operate to the southeast
along the Chir with the intention of capturing the German air bases at Morozovsk
and Tatsinskaya, from where the aitlift to supply Stalingrad was being mounted.
Stalin approved the operation, codenamed Sazurn. Additional reinforcements were
dispatched to the area and a start date for the operation was originally set at
10 December, though delays in assembling all the required troops would force this
to be put back.”

Meanwhile, Manstein and his staff began to look at the herculean task that
confronted them. They had to restore the shattered front line and prevent a
further Russian advance that would seal the fate not only of Sixth Army but of
the whole southern wing of the German position and thus might cost Germany
the entire war, whilst simultaneously mounting a relief operation for Paulus’
beleaguered troops, with only modest forces to hand. The front along the Don
and Chir might have stabilised for the moment, but Manstein was under no
illusion that it represented a strong position. There was also an area of weakness
immediately to the south of the Don, and if the Red Army were to advance along
this route, it would pose a threat to the Rostov crossings from this direction in
addition to the clear threat from the north. Whatever Hitler’s orders might say
about relieving Stalingrad and restoring the previous front line, Manstein
intended from the outset to extract Sixth Army from the city and then pull back
to a more sustainable position. Merely restoring the vulnerable line of
mid-November would be to invite another Russian attack.

Having been denied permission to break out by Hitler, Paulus had reverted to
his previous position that his army lacked sufficient fuel and ammunition for any
major effort. Manstein wryly recorded in his memoirs: ‘If these figures were
correct, one could only wonder how Sixth Army had proposed to implement the
breakout plan of which it had given notice four days previously.”!

There were two possible options for a relief march to Stalingrad. The first was
to attack from the lower Chir through Kalach, which meant an advance of about
27 miles (45km). However, this meant securing a crossing over the Don and the
terrain was not favourable; the area was also known to contain powerful Russian
armoured forces from Fifth Tank Army. The second was to attack from near
Kotelnikovo, south of the Don, along the route that Fourth Panzer Army had
taken in its initial advance to Stalingrad in the summer. The distance was greater
— 75 miles (125km) — and would involve crossing two rivers, the Aksay and
Myshkova, but overall the terrain was better for such an operation and the
opposing Russian forces were weaker. Once the Myshkova was crossed, the
steppe was flat and open — the very territory where Paulus had feared his army
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would be destroyed as it attempted to retreat — and provided the relief column
had sufficient strength to fight a battle of manoeuvre, the greater distance would
not pose an insuperable problem. Manstein decided to create an armoured force
under the aegis of Fourth Panzer Army to advance along this second route as the
main relief effortc. When it drew level with the mouth of the Chir, the German
forces north of the Don would join the attack, hopefully at the same time that
Sixth Army launched attacks from within the pocket.

Following the dismissal of Heim from command of XLVIII Panzer Corps, a
series of individuals were briefly nominated as replacements. General Hans
Cramer, chief of staff for the Schnelle Truppen (‘fast troops’, often translated as
‘mobile troops’) directorate of OKH, was the first, though he didn’t get the
opportunity to take up the post. Within days, Generalmajor Heinrich Eberbach
was announced as the new commander; he had led the panzer regiment of
4th Panzer Division in the opening campaigns of the war with great distinction
and was a popular figure amongst the armoured forces, but he was wounded
within days of arriving to take up his new command. His replacement was
General Otto von Knobelsdorf, who had overseen the conversion of 19th
Infantry Division into 19th Panzer Division after the fall of France. His chief of
staff was to be Oberst Friedrich von Mellenthin, just recovered from dysentery
acquired while serving with Rommel in North Africa. He received his new
assignment when visiting Hitler’s headquarters in East Prussia on 27 November
and immediately flew to Rostov and then on to the headquarters of XLVIII
Panzer Corps. His predecessor had been dismissed at the same time as Heim and
was no longer present to conduct an orderly handover; instead, Mellenthin was
briefed by the remaining members of the corps stafl.?

Knobelsdorff had held temporary command of a number of formations on
the Eastern Front over the preceding months, and he now inherited the remnants
of Heim’s formations. The badly degraded 22nd Panzer Division consisted of no
more than a few small battlegroups and was largely dispersed along the line held
by Armee Abteilung Hollidt, and the Romanian 1st Armoured Division, reduced
to only three tanks and largely composed of rear area troops who had been
pressed into service as combatants, was also greatly weakened; it too was now
part of Hollidt’s detachment. In their place, Knobelsdorff received a new set of
units: a Luftwaffe field division, Major General Walther Lucht’s 336th Infantry
Division (transferred from where it had been supporting the Hungarian Second
Army) and 11th Panzer Division, commanded by Generalmajor Hermann Balck.

In an era where rapid changes in military technology resulted in many men
having unusual careers, Balck was an individual whose path had been singular.
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After serving in the First World War, he served in the Reichswehr between the
wars, first as a cavalry officer and then with the infantry. During this period, he
was twice offered the prestigious option of joining the general staff but declined
to do so, writing in his memoirs that he preferred to stay with his front-line units.
His critics would later speculate whether he turned down a role in the general
staff out of fear that he would not make the grade. In 1938, he was posted to
Guderian’s Schnelle Truppen inspectorate before joining Ist Panzer Division in
time for the French campaign, first commanding a motorised infantry regiment
and later temporarily commanding the panzer regiment. He was a leading
proponent of combining elements of panzer and motorised infantry (later
renamed panzergrenadier) units into ad hoc battlegroups and led such a group
from 2nd Panzer Division with distinction during the Greek campaign of 1941.
Thereafter, for a man who had expressed a desire to remain with front-line units
rather than take a staff post, his career took quite the opposite direction and he
became inspector-general of Schnelle Truppen, overseeing the supply of vehicles
for armoured formations during 1941 and touring the front during the winter to
write a report on the state of the panzer divisions. During this time, he had
frequent contact with Hitler and seems to have established a high level of trust
with the Fiihrer. In May 1942, he returned to the front line as commander of
11th Panzer Division, which had been badly worn down in the previous winter’s
fighting; he brought it back to full strength and took part in the drive to Voronezh
before the division was withdrawn into reserve in the Bryansk region. He was
now dispatched to Army Group Don with 11th Panzer Division to form the
striking power of the reconstituted XLVIII Panzer Corps; despite his best efforts,
some of his tanks were retained by Army Group Centre, but his division was
nevertheless a powerful formation.

Balck had spent the intervening months turning the division into a first-rate
unit. Showing a characteristic streak of ruthlessness, he had removed commanders
whom he did not regard as being fit for serving in the manner that he required.
The result was a group of subordinate commanders of the highest calibre: Oberst
Theodor Graf von Schimmelman led the division’s 15th Panzer Regiment, and
Albert Henze and Alexander von Bosse, both with the rank of Oberst, commanded
the two panzergrenadier regiments. Balck had also established an unusual system
of command and control, preferring to give instructions verbally rather than
committing them to writing. His experiences working alongside men like
Guderian gave him valuable insights into the different themes that combined to
make panzer divisions such powerful weapons — it was more than just the
concentration of armoured vehicles into a single formation. The widespread
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adoption of Aufiragstaktik, or ‘mission-based tactics’, required subordinate
commanders to be fully aware of their superiors’ intentions and to have the skills
to innovate as required, and communication was of prime importance, as he
explained many years later:

Guderian made two very important contributions in the area of panzer warfare
communications. The first contribution was to add a fifth man, a radio operator,
and a radio to each tank in the panzer division. This allowed both small and large
tank units to be commanded and manoeuvred with a swiftness and flexibility that
no other army was able to match. As a result, our tanks were able to defeat tanks
that were quite superior in firepower and armour.

Guderian’s second contribution was to give the panzer a signal organisation
that allowed the division commander to command from any point within the
division.

... Lalways located my chief of staff in a headquarters to the rear. | commanded
from the front by radio and could thus always be at the most critical point of
action. I would transmit my commands to the chief of staff, and then it was up to
him to make sure that they were passed on to the right units and that the right
actions were taken. The result was to give us a fantastic superiority over the

divisions facing us.?

Clearly, this arrangement required a staff team that was capable and trusted, and
Balck was fortunate to have the services of Major Franz-Joachim Kinitz in the
role of chief of stafl. The two men had worked together for much of the year and
had a clear understanding of each other’s intentions and ways of working. The
division’s tank strength was good, with 103 vehicles, but included 28 Pz.IIs,
widely regarded as too lightly armoured and armed for combat against enemy
tanks by 1942, though it remained a useful reconnaissance vehicle. Only 11 of
the division’s tanks were Pz.IVs with the armour and firepower to engage Russian
T-34s on equal terms.

Balck’s memoirs reveal a strongly opinionated man with a great deal of
self-belief, a personality that many found abrasive; he would need all his self-belief
and drive in the days ahead. He arrived in Millerovo with his division staff on
27 November and set about making all of the preparations for the arrival of his
division with his customary energy.”

During his first days in command, Manstein had an exchange by teleprinter
with OKH to discuss the plans for the relief effort. There had been further delays
in assembling all of the forces promised to Manstein as reinforcements, and on
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28 November Manstein requested permission for Fourth Panzer Army to launch
its attacks without further delay. He also made it clear that he regarded it as
essential for mobility to be restored:

Above all, I told Hitler, it was strategically impossible to go on tying down our
forces in an excessively small area while the enemy enjoyed a free hand along
hundreds of miles of front. What we must regain at all costs was our

manoecuvrability.?

It took five days for Hitler to reply. He disputed Manstein’s figures for the strength
of the Russian forces in the area, stating that all these formations were worn
down by the recent fighting and short of supplies; this ignored the fact that the
same was even more true of the German units in the area. Nevertheless, it was a
start — there was no flat refusal to consider abandoning Stalingrad. But,
characteristically, nor was there a clear recognition that this was needed. As
always when faced by a decision he did not want to make, Hitler prevaricated.
What is missing from Manstein’s account of this period is any reassessment of the
supply situation of Sixth Army. Any lingering doubts that Manstein had about
the ability of the Luftwaffe to conduct the required aitlift should have been
dispelled by now, in which case it was surely time to reassess whether Sixth Army
could wait while Hoth’s relief forces were gathered. At the very least, the necessity
for Sixth Army to make preparations to assist an approaching relief column by
commencing attacks of its own had always been clear, and orders to this effect
could have been issued at this stage.

The force that would lead the relief effort was LVII Panzer Corps under the
command of Generalleutnant Friedrich Kirchner, an experienced commander of
armoured forces who together with his staff had been recalled from the Caucasus
for this operation, codenamed Wintergewirter (“Winter Stormr’). Originally,
Manstein had intended to concentrate three or more panzer divisions for the
relief operation, but the endless delays in getting the promised reinforcements to
him meant that Kirchner would have only two — 6th Panzer Division and
23rd Panzer Division. The former had been in France, where it had refitted, and
was at full strength; originally dispatched east to take up a supporting position
behind the Italian Eighth Army, it had been diverted to the fast developing crisis
on the Don and had been assigned an assault gun battalion to increase its
strength, though the assault guns would not be available immediately. The other
panzer division had already been part of LVII Panzer Corps in the Caucasus and
despite the casualties it had suffered was still at something approaching full
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strength; however, it arrived piecemeal, with many of its wheeled elements
delayed by a sudden thaw that turned the few roads in the Caucasus into rivers
of mud. A third formation — 17th Panzer Division — was diverted on Hitler’s
orders to replace 6th Panzer Division behind the Italians before being allowed to
continue on its way; had it been allowed to stay with the Italians, it might have
been able to intervene in the coming Russian attack, and had it been allowed to
join the rest of LVII Panzer Corps on time, the relief effort would have got off to
a far more forceful start, but the indecision and confusion in the German chain
of command merely resulted in time being frittered away without any benefit. In
addition, Kirchner would have 15th Luftwaffe Field Division, one of Goering’s
new formations, though nobody had any illusions about its fighting power. Two
Romanian cavalry divisions would operate on the flanks of the relief attack to try
to prevent Russian counterattacks.

After a period of rest and recuperation, 6th Panzer Division was in good
shape. In line with other panzer divisions, it had undergone a substantial
reorganisation, losing one of its three tank battalions and the staff of its rifle
brigade, but its equipment was far better than that of the previous winter. The
outdated Pz.38(t) tanks had been replaced with a mixture of Pz.Ills and Pz.IVs,
allowing the division to engage the Russian T-34s with greater confidence than
before, but there were still concerns. Whilst the long-barrelled 50mm gun of the
Pz.I1I was capable of penetrating the armour of a T-34, this was only possible at
ranges up to 800m — by contrast, the T-34 could penetrate the armour of any of
the division’s tanks at maximum range. Only one panzergrenadier battalion was
mounted in half-tracks, and there were concerns about mechanical breakdowns
reducing the number of tanks available on any day. Nevertheless, the division
made a virtue out of necessity; during training, it routinely deployed its tank
regiment, the half-track battalion, a motorised and armoured battalion from its
artillery regiment, and an armoured company from the tank hunter battalion in
a single ‘armoured battlegroup’ to maximise striking power. The rest of the
division would serve in a supporting role during offensive operations, forming
less formidable battlegroups that would operate to protect the flanks and rear of
the division’s main striking force.

The men of 6th Panzer Division were in fine fettle, as Horst Scheibert,
a panzer company commander, wrote:

The losses in earlier fighting had been limited by good leadership ... [and now we

had] unshakeable old corporals combined with a good core of senior NCOs and

officers. After many shared operations and experiences of war, the mood was good
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... Everyone regarded himself as far superior to the Russians, had confidence in
his weapons and his familiar officers. All ranks, particularly in the panzer regiment,
functioned as part of a team in combat, which showed itself in fruitful mutual
trust. The division commander, Generalmajor [Erhard] Raus, like all regimental
and battalion commanders, had risen through the division and enjoyed the

confidence of all the men.?”

On their way across Germany, the men of the division’s 4th Panzergrenadier
Regiment took advantage of the first snow of the winter to indulge in a mass
snowball fight; their later experience of snow would be far more serious. As the
dozens of trains carrying the division made their way across Belarus before
turning southeast, one — carrying the headquarters battery of an artillery battalion
— was ambushed by partisans. The locomotive was destroyed and the troops on
the train had to take up defensive positions in a nearby wood, an early reminder,
if any were needed, that even some distance from the front line, occupied parts
of the Soviet Union were far from being under complete control.

As the trains made their way through Rostov, the mood of the men of
6th Panzer Division grew more sombre as they were passed by trainloads
of wounded heading in the opposite direction. With progress slowed through a
combination of railway difficulties and a lack of certainty about the precise
location of enemy forces, the first elements of the division reached Kotelnikovo
early on 27 November, having been under way from Brittany for three weeks.
As Scheibert commented:

Progress was steadily slower, the trains widely separated. Everyone looked forward
to disembarkation, as the transports had already been under way from Brittany
for between 18 and 20 days. Only one who has experienced living in a
compartment with eight men and a constantly stinking oven, never washing
properly, never able to lie down properly, and all this for up to 450 hours,

understands the meaning of the expression ‘transportation’.?®

The terrain around Kotelnikovo was monotonous in its lack of significant
elevation and trees. Whilst in many respects this made it ideal terrain for
mechanised warfare, it was also crisscrossed with deep ravines carved by the
seasonal rains; they changed almost every year, making maps of limited value,
and at this time of year they were often partly or completely hidden by snow. The
arrival of the first elements of 6th Panzer Division in their new area of operations
was not what they might have expected, as Raus later described:
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Suddenly the earth shook with a hail of shells. The ground quivered, black earth
was thrown up on all sides, the windows were shattered, the brakes screamed, the
wheels screeched, and with a sudden jolt, which threw men and equipment into
a heap, the train came to a halt. All the troops leaped from the cars, just as they
had done on the occasion of the partisan raids that they had so frequently gone
through. The Russians, coming from the station building, were already storming
the train with cries of ‘Urrah!” At that instant our machine-guns and
submachine-guns began to fire from the car roofs on the earth-brown figures
advancing on the train from both sides.

In the next minute, however, the infernal din caused by detonating shells and
yelling Russians was drowned out by the ear-splitting cheers from our infantrymen,
who, led by Oberst Unrein (commander, 4th Panzergrenadier Regiment), rushed
forward with bayonets and hand grenades to fall upon their enemies. Although it
required ferocious hand-to-hand fighting, in the course of an hour our grenadiers
had wrested the situation from them, then proceeded to mop up the freight cars,

buildings, and other railroad installations in the area.”’

Some of the Romanian troops in the town tried to flee to the south; a few were
stopped by soldiers from 6th Panzer Division and urged back to their positions,
often at gunpoint, but other Romanian troops simply took up positions alongside
the new arrivals and joined the battle.*® At one stage, Russian artillery on high
ground to the north put down an accurate barrage of shells on the station, but
broke off when Oberst Helmuth von Pannwitz, a cavalryman who had been
tasked with raising a Cossack division to fight for the Germans, commandeered
half a dozen tanks from a repair workshop at the eastern edge of the town and
launched a swift attack on the artillery positions.

The presence of the Russians within firing range of the railway station — when the
front line was meant to be perhaps 12 miles (20km) away — was hugely concerning,
not least because it might lead to delays in the assembly of LVII Panzer Corps and
therefore the start of any attempt to relieve Stalingrad. In order to ensure that
Kotelnikovo was secure, there was a suggestion that the following trains be unloaded
one stop down the line and the troops proceed by road, but Raus vetoed this and
ordered his men to be brought directly into the town. By the end of the day sufficient
elements of 6th Panzer Division had reached Kotelnikovo to be able to guarantee
security. Somewhat to Raus’ surprise, his division did not come under attack again
and was allowed to assemble ‘in essentially a peacetime fashion’, though asa precaution
several elements did detrain further west and proceeded by road.?' On 1 December,
the division was formally placed under the command of LVII Panzer Corps.
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Hoth, Kirchner and Raus had a brief meeting to discuss plans. The most
pressing concern remained to prevent the Red Army from capturing Kotelnikovo;
prisoner interrogations had identified the units from Yeremenko’s front that had
launched the raid on the town as being part of IV Cavalry Corps, and that those
units remained strong enough to mount further operations. One such unit was
85th Cavalry Brigade, reinforced by a tank formation; despite being degraded in
the advance after the collapse of the Romanian Fourth Army, it remained a
potent force and in a surprise attack on 3 December succeeded in capturing
Pochlebin, just 7 miles (12km) to the north. From there, the Russians sent
a column of tanks towards Kotelnikovo, falling back only when they came under
heavy artillery fire from 6th Panzer Division.

Raus wrote extensively about the fighting in December 1942, but his account
is often at odds with descriptions given by other sources; in particular, the diaries
of the division’s regiments often contradict Raus’ recollections of precisely when
battles took place. Wherever such discrepancies arise, the accounts that follow are
based as much as possible on the diaries and signals transcripts, as these are more
likely to be accurate.

In addition to the Russian forces that had captured Pochlebin, Raus was
concerned that the Russian Fifty-First Army would now join the battle from the
cast. He was aware that the Russian 115th Cavalry Division was moving up to
support Pochlebin, so he decided to recapture the town without delay and
planned an attack at first light; dense fog put paid to this, and instead the leading
elements did not set off until mid-morning. Raus gives the date of this attack as
6 December, whereas the division diaries describe the fighting as taking place two
days earlier.

Raus’ division moved against the town with its two panzer battalions,
attacking from the south and west with a total of 90 tanks — the Kurmoyarsky
Aksay river (not to be confused with the Aksay) to the east prevented an
encirclement from that direction, whilst also forming a barrier to prevent a
Russian withdrawal. The western battalion became involved in protracted
fighting with Russian armour on its northern flank and was drawn away from the
main attack, which ran into determined resistance from well-positioned tanks
and anti-tank guns. As the attack faltered, the panzer regiment commander,
Oberstleutnant Walther von Hiinersdorff, drove to the battalion that had veered
to the north and redirected it towards Pochlebin. With the two battalions once
more attacking on converging axes, the attack made better progress. Scheibert’s
company led the assault of the northern battalion, and he described the
action vividly:
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I now heard the order: ‘Goldregen forwards!’ (this was the codename of my
company) in my headset and I led with just my two leading platoons, as I did not
want to collide with 7 Company which was rolling forward on my left, and the
entire panorama of the Kurmoyarsky Aksay sector north of Pochlebin appeared in
front of me as I crossed the last low ridge. About 1500m away I saw the road
running north from Pochlebin, completely choked with Russian vehicles and
supply columns. Further to the left the road ran almost along the Kurmoyarsky
Aksay and then over a ridge. There too, it was full of the enemy, amongst whom
I spotted tanks. Opposite me was the higher east bank of the river, and above that
the endless grey sky. There wasnt much time for contemplation; we immediately
took up the fight, and the enemy responded, as the lemon-yellow balls of fire
from their tanks and anti-tank guns flashing from the valley showed. A glance to
the right revealed Pochlebin, under artillery fire. The valley was full of clouds of
dust and smoke.

We couldn’t stay there as we provided a good target for the enemy defenders.
On the order of the battalion commander, Major Lowe, we two leading companies
leaped forward towards the road under covering fire from 4 Company. Firing
from all barrels at the plentiful targets, we swiftly rolled into the midst of the
Russians, scattering in all directions any who stood against us.

While Gericke (7 Company) followed the enemy retreating to the north and
thus covered my rear, I turned south towards Pochlebin but also covering to the
east. On either side of the Kurmoyarsky Aksay a huge crowd of Russian soldiers
on foot fled from the high ground. They were under German artillery fire and
were pursued by our bursts of machine-gun fire and high explosive rounds. Soon
I was about a kilometre from a large trench that ran right across the road, probably
from the time of the summer offensive, as it wasn’t conceivable that the Russians
could have dug it during the night. Later it transpired that it was part of an
anti-tank obstacle south of the Koslova ravine. The Russians had established a
defensive line there, and a duel rapidly developed with the anti-tank guns there.
On the high ground to the south of Pochlebin we could follow the battle of
IT Battalion. A few tanks were burning there with clouds of black smoke above
them, and through my binoculars I could see individual black figures moving
amongst them. They were the crewmen from our tanks that had been shot up.

It would be hard for me to take the narrow stretch in front of me — only one
road crossed the broad ditch, which was occupied by enemy anti-tank guns —
without the support of heavy weapons. I requested this via the radio. Shortly after,
I saw artillery shells landing in the narrow stretch. I still dont know if the
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explosions were from our 4 Company in response to my request or whether the
batteries to the south came to my aid on their own initiative. In any case I decided
to attack. Either side of the road I rolled forward at high speed with my company
through the vehicles abandoned by the Russians, amongst which charged about
riderless horses and camels, swinging around to our amazement with their long
strides, and we constantly switched from fire support while halted and rushing
towards the trench, and astonishingly we were able to gain the crossing without
losses. I was the first to cross. As we drove past, I could see the destroyed anti-tank
guns and their fallen crewmen. It must be acknowledged that the enemy had
really sacrificed himself despite being outgunned. I immediately radioed back to
stop the artillery fire on this position as I had no desire to be mistaken for an
enemy tank and I asked that my location was shared [with other units]. This
transmission had barely been sent, while I was still preparing my company to
enter the village, when the artillery fire in front of us ceased as if on a training
exercise and concentrated on the village, the high ground to the east and further
to the north, where it appeared the Russians were facing Gericke’s 7 Company.
That was fine work by our artillery!

The village, about a kilometre in front of me, appeared to offer only minimal
resistance. I decided to break in, partly due to the desire to be the first there with
my company. As I could see, II Battalion had made progress as a result of our
attack and was closing with the village. Fighting against little more than enemy
infantry I drove into the village. The artillery fire ceased and soon there was only
the crackling of flames from the burning huts. I was very proud to have achieved

all this with no losses.*?

The town was rapidly overrun after a heavy artillery bombardment; there is no
mention of the fate of the town’s inhabitants in any of the accounts of the battle.
Many of the Russian troops were destroyed in the area immediately outside
Pochlebin, and here the Germans encountered more camels:

A larger force thought it had found a gap between two dry riverbeds and tried to
escape westward at this point. Our covering parties had not initially spotted it due
to thick smoke, but they eventually reported the approach of something that was
neither men, horses nor tanks. Only when this mysterious unit had surged over
the crest of the range and was preparing to storm forward toward Mayorovsky was
it identified as a camel brigade. This brigade ran headlong into the fully prepared
panzers and anti-tank guns whose mission was to prevent enemy tanks from

escaping via this route ... the leading elements broke down at once, and those
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following behind ran back wildly. Our panzers attempted to pursue but could not
do so successfully, as much of the ground was too marshy to bear their weight.
The fleeing camels proved quicker and better able to move across country and,
consequently, won this important race. Many of them regained their freedom

since they alone were able to ford the Kurmoyarsky Aksay.*

By the end of the day, for the loss of 36 men killed or wounded and 12 tanks,
6th Panzer Division claimed the destruction of 56 Russian tanks and the capture
of 14 guns and some 2,000 prisoners.*® It was a satisfying success, and
interrogation of the prisoners suggested that most of the Russian 81st Cavalry
Division and 85th Tank Brigade had been destroyed, and 115th Cavalry Division
had suffered heavy losses — in effect, IV Cavalry Corps had been reduced to
perhaps the equivalent of a battlegroup. While they waited for the rest of the
division and the other elements of LVII Panzer Corps to deploy, the men of
the armoured battlegroup entertained themselves:

The numerous abandoned horses and camels were a pleasant diversion in the
following days, particularly for the older NCOs and officers who had served in
the cavalry. This ‘circus’ was brought to an end by a sharp order from division

headquarters.”

But whilst the closest threat to Kotelnikovo had been eliminated, intelligence
reports suggested that a larger concentration of Russian troops with perhaps as
many as 300 tanks was in Verkhne Kumsky, 35 miles (56km) to the northeast.
There were further Russian tank formations to the southeast. Even if all the forces
of LVII Panzer Corps were able to concentrate as planned, they faced a tough task
in reaching Sixth Army — they would be attacking against a numerically stronger
enemy, and as a result of the fighting in Kotelnikovo and Pochlebin, there could be
no doubt that the Russians knew they were coming. Even if the paper-thin front to
the north could hold, LVII Panzer Corps faced a daunting task.
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CHAPTER 4

DECEMBER: WINTER STORM

With the encirclement of Stalingrad completed, Russian plans turned to the next
phase of the strategic plan: a strike against the Italian Eighth Army followed by
an advance to Rostov, codenamed Sazurn. Success in such a drive would dwarf
the achievement of Uranus, isolating Army Group Don and Army Group A. If
the operation proceeded as planned, the entire German position on the Eastern
Front would be dealt an irrevocable blow, and even partial achievement would
have major consequences.

Planning had begun even as the ring around the German Sixth Army was
forming. On 24 November, Vasilevsky proposed that the forces of Don Front
and three armies of Stalingrad Front would reduce the pocket as swiftly as
possible; this was vital for several reasons. Firstly, a substantial body of Russian
troops was tied up encircling Paulus’ troops, and they would be needed if the Red
Army was to pursue its aim of achieving a potentially war-winning victory.
Secondly, there was the possibility that the Germans would succeed in
re-establishing land contact with Stalingrad, allowing some or all of the trapped
German troops to escape. Thirdly, the presence of Sixth Army in Stalingrad
greatly complicated Russian supply movements, and the elimination of the
encircled troops would improve the ability of the Red Army to transfer troops
between the Caucasus and the Don region, and would also facilitate the forward
movement of supplies and reinforcements.

Whilst the Stalingrad encirclement was reduced, Southwest Front — from
northwest to southeast, consisting of First Guards Army, Third Guards Army,
and Fifth Tank Army — was to break up the fragile German line and push south
to the Donets. Once this line had been secured, Second Guards Army, reinforced
with four tank corps, would be released from reserve and committed in a drive to
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take Rostov. At the same time, Voronezh Front’s Sixth Army would cover the
right flank of the operation.!

As a preliminary step while the necessary troops were moved into position,
General Prokofy Logvinovich Romanenko’s Fifth Tank Army was ordered to
break up the German front line that had coalesced along the lower Chir. This
would remove the Germans from their closest point to the Stalingrad pocket and
— by attacking before the beginning of Sazurn — Romanenko would draw any
German reserves into the area where they could be tied down and thus would not
be available to intervene when the Italians were attacked. The pressure on the
fragile line of Armee Abreilung Hollidr hadnt ceased completely, and on
2 December Gruppe Stabel — one of the improvised battlegroups that had largely
saved the Germans from complete collapse in the wake of Uranus — was finally
overrun. Its mixture of army stragglers, Luftwaffe ground personnel and others
had fought with great distinction and Richthofen feared that Oberstleutnant
Rainer Stahel, whose 34th Flak Regiment had provided the solid core of the
group, was dead or taken prisoner. To his surprise and relief, Stahel was alive and
well; he gathered together the remnants of his battlegroup and fought his way
back to German lines over two days. He was greeted as a hero, and — perhaps
desperate to find something to celebrate amidst the widespread bad news — Hitler
awarded him the Oak Leaves to the Knight's Cross.? In early 1943, Stahel was
promoted to Oberst.

Although its tanks had played a vital role in the encirclement of Stalingrad,
the Russian Fifth Tank Army had not performed as well as Romanenko might
have hoped. Rodin’s XXVI Tank Corps had led the way to Kalach and beyond,
but Butkov’s I Tank Corps had struggled from the outset; after-action reports
from Vatutin’s headquarters described its brigades as groping around like ‘blind
kittens” instead of pressing forward with determination. It was heavily involved
in the running battles with the Romanian and German armoured units that tried
in vain to hold back the breakthrough, and sustained substantial losses. In
addition to his two tank corps, Romanenko had six infantry divisions, which
were intended to have led the breakthrough and were then to be used to help seal
the pocket around Stalingrad, but the initial attacks of the infantry were beaten
off by the Romanians and even after the tanks had broken the defensive line, the
infantry struggled to advance at a comparable rate. Instead of being able to
regroup and recover broken down and damaged tanks, the two tank corps had to
be employed to break up the armoured forces that Paulus had dispatched far too
late to the Don. After a short period to recover, the two tank corps of Fifth Tank
Army were ordered to attack over the Chir against XLVIII Panzer Corps.
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By now, the German 336th Infantry Division commanded by General
Walther Lucht had deployed in the area, improving considerably the strength of
the defences. On 7 December, as 11th Panzer Division began to move into
support positions behind the front line, Lucht reported that a Russian armoured
column had penetrated the left flank of his division; this was Butkov’s I Tank
Corps, the first phase of the Russian attempt to break up the Chir defences. By
the end of the day, the Russians had reached and captured State Farm 7