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Preface and acknowledgements


1 If the mind is to emerge unscathed from this relentless struggle with the unforeseen, two qualities are indispensable: first, an intellect that, even in the darkest hour, retains some glimmerings of the inner light that leads to truth; and second, the courage to follow this faint light wherever it may lead.

- Clausewitz, On War



This book aims to provide, in one volume, a modern history of the greatest and most hideous land-air conflict in history. A war that was total, because it was fought by all elements of society. And a war that was absolute, because both sides aimed ‘to exterminate the opponent, to destroy his political existence’,2 and in so doing perpetrated extremes of heinous violence and cruelty, shedding almost all of the customary restraints that had traditionally applied in wars between ‘civilized’ nations. That conflict, which ended sixty years before this book’s completion, was a decisive component — arguably the single most decisive component — of the Second World War. It was on the eastern front, between 1941 and 1945, that the greater part of the land and associated air forces of Nazi Germany and its allies were ultimately destroyed by the Soviet Union in what, from 1944, its people — and those of the fifteen successor states — called, and still call, the Great Patriotic War.

That war clearly cannot be treated in isolation, however, from the wider fabric of the Second World War, or from the long period immediately preceding it — nearly two years, from 23 August 1939 until 22 June 1941 — when Germany and the Soviet Union were effectively allies. Nor can it be understood without note of the situation in the Far East and the subsequent Soviet defeat of a million Japanese troops in Manchuria. Therefore the book is not just about the 1941–5 Great Patriotic War, but is also — and has to be — about the Soviet Union’s wider participation in the Second World War. The book tells the military story from both the Soviet and the German side, but in terms of the war’s legacy it focuses on the impact on the Soviet Union and Russia. Paradoxically, in the long term, they, the winners, lost, and the losers won.

Ambitious though such a project is, it builds on the work of many others, notably that of my Edinburgh University Ph.D. supervisor, the late John Erickson (1929–2002), whose two magisterial volumes The Road to Stalingrad (1975) and The Road to Berlin (1983)3 will remain the definitive work in English and, indeed, probably in any language on the type of war the Soviet Union and Germany waged and how it was won. However, since John completed the second volume, we have seen the reunification of Germany, the collapse of communism in central and eastern Europe, and the break-up of the Soviet Union into fifteen states. A new world order has replaced the bipolar cold war which had resulted, in large measure, from the Soviet Union’s victory in 1945. In the last twenty years, therefore, much new material and many sources for historical research have become accessible, not only in Germany and Russia, but also in former Soviet states which are now members of Nato and the European Union. I am particularly grateful to my colleagues in the Baltic States of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania for their help in researching what was, for many, a horribly painful period in their history.

The sixtieth anniversary of the 1945 Allied victory, in 2005, provoked many new studies, as had the fiftieth. This book’s publication has not been timed to mark an arbitrary anniversary, however. It is the inevitable result of a surfeit of new information, which has been building for more than twenty years. There is now enough new material, not just relating to specific issues and events, but across the board, to make a new general history both timely and necessary. We knew, pretty well, how the war on the eastern front was won. But now we know infinitely more about how it was run. We knew that both sides were sustained by a mixture of draconian repression and naive patriotism, mixed in with a desire to survive, a desire not to let down one’s comrades, and a desire to do a good job — and maybe to be seen to do it. But we now know far more about the complexities and contradictions of those mixed emotions and motivations. Above all, the Soviet side was motivated by burning hatred and a desire for revenge, and that shaped the troops’ behaviour when they entered Germany.

Because the canvas is so broad, it has not been possible to drill down into every newly accessible archive in more than twenty modern countries whose people and territory were involved in, and fought over during, the greatest war of all — the war on the eastern front. To do so would take many large teams of researchers several lifetimes. Such teams have, however, produced volumes of newly released documents, which are not (yet) available in English, and which I have used extensively as primary sources. We also have, for the first time, a formidable German history, made possible by German reunification, again compiled by a distinguished team of scholars from the Military History Research Institute: Germany and the Second World War.4 Although not an ‘official history’, its provenance and authoritative tone, again the work of a large team of scholars, make it one, in all but name. From another team of researchers working for Colonel-General Krivosheyev we have, for the first time, fairly authoritative (though not undisputed) figures for Soviet casualties and combat losses, not just for the armed forces (army, navy and air forces) but for the Interior Ministry, border guards and state security troops who played a pivotal role in the Soviet war effort.5I have therefore called this a ‘modern’ history because it would be presumptuous to say it is totally ‘new’. I have eschewed operational detail where it is well known and easily accessible in other books in English. I have concentrated on the new evidence and new debates: who was planning to attack whom, and when; how much Stalin knew; what was the critical point of the war; how important was British and American aid; how things could have been done differently; the role of the NKVD. For that reason, the book concentrates on the middle years: 1941–3. Where I have found that previous histories have repeated myths, I have exposed them. But it is also a ‘modern’ history because it approaches the issues from the viewpoint of twenty-first-century security concerns. The Great Patriotic War tells us a great deal about inter-agency cooperation in guaranteeing security, homeland security and resilience, and the fine balance to be struck between national security and the human security of the state’s inhabitants. And the reader may find more here on the environment, and the role of women.

The war on the eastern front continues to excite enormous interest. Anthony Beevor’s Stalingrad and Downfall6 and Max Hastings’ Armageddon7 are new studies of specific campaigns — the latter two dealing with the final defeat of Nazi Germany and the Battle of Berlin. Most histories of the Great Patriotic War until now have concentrated on the military operations and the role of the German and Soviet armed forces in them. The charismatic leading players, with their fascinating similarities and contradictions — notably Hitler, Stalin and Churchill — naturally also attract attention. However, such an approach has its limitations. Focusing on the Red Army, for example, excludes even more of the picture than would an account of the German side from the point of view of the Wehrmacht while ignoring the SS. Although scholars naturally want to go into the archives themselves, they would be unwise not to make use of the enormous volumes of documents now being published in Russia. In 2002, in the Biblioglobus bookshop in Lubyanka Square, I purchased the first volumes of Organs of State Security in the Great Patriotic War, published in 1995 and edited, again, by a large and expert team headed by Lieutenant-General Stepashin.8 The release of these documents would have been unthinkable in the Soviet period. Probably the most striking revelation was how important and involved the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD) and People’s Commissariat for State Security (NKGB) were in every aspect of operations. I was particularly struck by how much intelligence of a purely professional military nature came from these organizations, rather than the Main Intelligence Directorate of the Red Army General Staff. The role of the People’s Commissariats for Internal Affairs (Narodny Kommisariat Vnutrennykh Del) — NKVD, and for State Security (Narodny Kommisariat Gosudarstvennoy Bezobasnosti) — NKGB, and the use of penal battalions (shtrafbats), plus information on the Soviet citizens who, for whatever reason, fought ‘under enemy banners’9 — are all crucial areas which were completely inaccessible to foreign scholars, and indeed to most Soviet scholars (and certainly those publishing openly) during the Soviet era.

Other extremely valuable collections include two volumes of documents relating to the Battle of Moscow,10 once again edited by a large team headed by General V. A. Zhilin, which include the daily Soviet General Staff summaries, daily German reports, and captured German documents. Similarly, the two volumes of The Unknown Siege11 deal with the Siege of Leningrad. Olma Press, Moscow, has done us a superb service by also releasing, in 2002, the complete, unexpurgated memoirs of Zhukov (two volumes)12 and Rokossovskiy (one volume).13 The latter is particularly useful, and the parts of the manuscript in his family’s possession deleted by the Soviet censor are helpfully highlighted in italic. It is easy to see why some of those parts, containing frank and trenchant criticism of Zhukov and the Stavka were cut out.

As the portcullis appears to have come down on further Russian archival revelations, at least temporarily, new, Russian, secondary sources of outstanding quality have continued to appear. Pre-eminent among these are Viktor Cherepanov’s 2006 Power and War, a study of Stalin’s State control mechanism,14 and the outstanding new 2005 atlas of the Great Patriotic War edited by Lt Gen Maksimov, with Army General Lobov and Major-General Zolotarëv as consultants, with the resources of the Military-Cartographic Department of the Russian Federation Armed Forces’ General Staff, and computer-generated graphics.15 The best collection of pictures and accounts from the 1945 victory parade — Parad Pobedy — so far was published in 2005, complete with DVD.16

A work on this broad canvas can only be accomplished by using the work of other scholars in the field who have drilled deep. Pre-eminent among the new studies are, firstly, Catherine Merridale’s superb Ivan’s War,17 which is the result of more than three years’ work including interviews with some 200 Soviet war veterans. Recognizing that it was on the eastern front that the war was really won, and that the crucial evidence for what made the Red Army fight was in danger of disappearing, Professor Merridale has looked widely and deeply at the social history of the Red Army at war. The book is just in time to capture the oral testimony of men and women who fought in it but, sadly, may soon pass on. The other best recent works using archival sources are those of Konstantin Pleshakov, on the critical days leading up to the war and the frontier battles,18 Gabriel Gorodetsky, on Stalin’s diplomacy and what he knew19 and Simon Sebag Montefiore’s graphic account of Stalin’s regime.20 Norman Davies’s Rising ’44 is a magisterial and scholarly treatment of the 1944 Warsaw rising.21

On more specific issues, Lennart Samuelson’s Plans for Stalin’s War Machine,22 Edwin Bacon’s The GULag at War23 and Reina Pennington’s work on women in the Soviet war effort24 are examples of outstanding research into key, previously unexplored areas. Michael Ellman’s work on the other casualties — the civilian victims of Stalin’s repression25 — and Mark Harrison’s on the Soviet war economy26 have also illuminated key areas.

I have used these works, but have not attempted to duplicate any of them. This study examines the operational, military-strategic, politico-strategic (within the Soviet Union) and grand-strategic (coalition) aspects of the war. I have focussed on the major debates and controversies in the light of the latest evidence, and have dismantled a few myths. By way of subplots, there are two senior individuals who appear in all the right places throughout the story, and who have left frank memoirs. One is a soldier. The other is a diplomat.

This book began life a decade ago when Michael Sissons, my agent, asked how I felt about writing ‘a new history of the Great Patriotic War’. In the decade that followed life took unexpected and sometimes unwelcome turns, but Michael kept me on course. Like a consummate supervisor Michael stayed ‘hands-off’, with the occasional brief and pithy note. Thank you, Michael, and thank you Pan Macmillan, London and Knopf, New York, particularly Georgina Morley at the former and Ash Green at the latter. Ash suggested that if the project was to be manageable I should resist the temptation to revisit the military-doctrinal debates of the 1920s and 30s and start with the Nazi-Soviet Pact, which coincided pretty well with the start of the Second World War. That was absolutely right. George has been a terrific editor, and wondrously patient. I should also like to thank Georgina Difford, Editorial Manager, Rachel Wright, who has been a meticulous copy editor, and Martin Lubikowski, the cartographer.

In fashioning the book in its final form, I was above all assisted by Dr Sergey Kudryashev in Moscow. Editor of Istochnik and a friend of John and Ljubica Erickson, he researched The Eastern Front in Photographs for them. Sergey helped me with access to Russian archives and also with more hitherto unpublished photographs for this book, including some remarkable documents. Kristine Doronenkova from the Latvian Defence Ministry helped with the latest information on the Nazi-Soviet treaties and the secret protocols which consigned the Baltic States, much of Poland and Bessarabia to the Soviet Union, and Dr Janina Sleivete in Lithuania and Tatiana Anton in Moldova also provided indispensable material on the true story of the states annexed by the Soviet Union in 1940. In the UK, Dr Anna Maria Brudenell helped with research at the National Archives, and Imperial War Museum, and with more photographs, including the German archives at Koblenz.

However, the foundation for the book was laid twenty years before Michael’s suggestion. My fascination with Russia’s mighty and extraordinarily resilient land, culture and people was fired in 1976, by a young lecturer called Chris Donnelly, addressing a tired and depressed bunch of ‘student officers’, one winter afternoon at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst. The great rivers in Siberia, flowing into the Arctic, are more than thirty miles wide, Chris commented. ‘Anybody here in the Artillery? You haven’t got a gun that can fire that far.’ Point taken. Although we can now see that our perception of the former Soviet ‘threat’ was grossly exaggerated, it was powerful stuff. I was hooked.

A decade later, in October 1987, I boarded a train at King’s Cross, and headed north into the unknown to begin my doctorate at Edinburgh University under John Erickson’s supervision. John, also a consummate supervisor, unwilling to intrude in my research, became my mentor and friend. My thanks to John and his widow, Ljubica, for their friendship and help, and to Kathie Brown, John’s Steph (see below). And also to Dr Carl Van Dyke, a fellow research student at Edinburgh, whose groundbreaking work on the 1939–40 Soviet-Finnish war and subsequent reforms has been crucial to this book. Carl explained, I think, why the Red Army’s performance improved so dramatically three years later.27

Charles Dick, who took over from Chris Donnelly as head of the Soviet (later Conflict) Studies Research Centre, also helped, with his encyclopaedic and profound knowledge of the Great Patriotic War, and of the Russian approach to war more generally. His detailed research is reflected in this book. In the same area, I owe a special debt to Colonel David Glantz, editor of the Journal of Slavic (formerly Soviet), Military Studies, another leading world scholar of Soviet and German military operations. David’s work on the subject is voluminous, and has proved an essential corrective to much Soviet writing that was, to say the least, economical with the truth.

Special thanks go to Sir Rodric Braithwaite, formerly Her Majesty’s ambassador to Moscow from 1988–92, and then a chairman of the Joint Intelligence Committee. Rodric, who was authoring his book on Moscow in the war, pointed out that huge numbers of archival documents were being published, and wisely counselled me to hit Moscow’s bookshops, an insight that paid dividends. He also alerted me to new research on the Soviet punishment battalions — shtrafbats.28

Heather Taylor introduced me to Sir Rodric and also to her contacts in Kursk, which became the focus of six field trips to Russia with those of my Cranfield students brave enough to undertake the Russian elective on the Global Security M.Sc, covering St Petersburg, Kursk, Moscow, and Volgograd (formerly Stalingrad).

I am particularly indebted to all those who took that Russian elective, who made me realize what I did not know, and challenged everything. Tom Hamilton-Baillie, Rupert Thorneloe and Mark Wilkinson, in particular, thank you. I will never forget the night we sat on the banks of the Volga at Volgograd, staring across the kilometre-wide river towards Asia, drinking beer and eating ice cream in the snow. As Churchill said of the Russians, a people who eat ice cream in the middle of their winter will never be beaten. And I especially remember the wisdom of a Czech student, Colonel Miroslav Kvasnak. Astonished by the Russians’ continuing obsession with their past, and with the suicidally costly victory in the Great Patriotic War, he said: ‘It’s like driving a car, where the rear-view mirror blots out the windscreen.’ How absolutely true. In a moment of icy clarity, he — and I — saw that before Russia can really move on, it must first address and lay to rest the mysteries and uncertainties of its Stalinist past. To all my Global Security students: thank you.

I am also indebted to Philip Blood, whose Cranfield University Ph.D. I examined in 2003. He provided valuable new information and a real contribution to knowledge on Bandenbekämpfung — the German anti-partisan campaign, which, he discovered, was coordinated across Europe, although his study was primarily concerned with the war in the East.29

Colonel Christopher Langton, formerly Military Attaché in Moscow, helped with advice on Soviet Russia’s internal struggle on the home front, particularly the role of the NKVD, which constitutes one of the hitherto neglected areas on which I have chosen to focus. I am greatly indebted to Steven Walsh, who signed up with me as a Ph.D. candidate, and whose work on Rokossovskiy, which I fully acknowledge, also provided new insights. John Hughes-Wilson helped with intelligence questions, particularly on the Battle of Kursk.

Of my own teachers, I thank, in particular, all those at the Polytechnic of Central London, now the University of Westminster, where I took my Russian degree, part-time, from 1981–7. Among them was Boris Bondarenko. Boris Bondarenko nearly became one of the ‘victims of Yalta’ — those captured by the Germans who, at the end of the war, were sent back to the GULag and death. Boris, I understand, jumped the train on the advice of a British officer, and became a brilliant teacher of Russian, first to British soldiers, and then at the ‘Poly’.

Peter Caddick-Adams, another of my Ph.D. students, colleague and friend, provided many gems. It was his idea to pay a visit to the Directorate of Military Survey which, he had heard, was having a clear-out of old maps. Among the many treasures saved from the fire that day was the marked-up Red Army map of Stalingrad from the beginning of October 1942, reproduced in this book as Plate 30. Peter also stumbled across a slim volume containing Finogenov’s superb pencil sketches from Stalingrad, some of which are reproduced in this book, in a second-hand bookshop.30 I believe the Internet still has a long way to go before it can substitute for second-hand bookshops.

At Shrivenham, I am very grateful to the staff of the Joint Services Command and Staff College Library for their help. My other Cranfield friends and colleagues, Bella Platt, Steph Muir, Tom Maley and Professor Richard Holmes, enabled me to survive to write the book. Bella Platt mastered the FTP photographs and dealt with sources which were mine only for a short time. Steph not only handled the administration of the Global Security M.Sc, which grew from thirteen students in 1999 to thirty-three by the time this book was near to completion, but, it is fair to say, ran my professional life. Without her, I would not have been able to generate the time to complete the book. Tom helped by acquiring relevant books in this area as they rolled off the presses — and there were many. And thanks to Richard — for his constant grace, humanity, friendship and advice, particularly on the pitfalls, pluses and minuses of archival sources, but for much else besides. Richard helped me balance the moral, physical and conceptual components of this great and impassioned drama. Whether I have got the balance right, the reader will judge.

Producing a book like this is a major logistic challenge and I also thank Scott Brown, Jackie Rhodes and Liam Wellsteed of our IT Department at Cranfield for setting the FTP address to receive high-resolution scans from Sergey, installing WinRAR and other software, replacing the prehistoric 3-gig hard disk on my own computer with a 20-gig warp-drive, and much else. Without you, guys, this would not have happened. Thank you.

Finally, my wife, Heather, knows how much responsibility she bears for seeing this book to completion. For some of the time she was away working for Save the Children, seconded to the UNHCR in Chad, onthe south side of the Sahara desert, as a child protection officer. I had not quite finished the book when she got home to a house in which Sergeant Pavlov would have felt at home, but she immediately turned her superb administrative and logistic skills to getting the full and final version done. Here’s to you, honey, and to all your colleagues, building peace where there was once war. And finally, any mistakes are my responsibility alone.

Transliteration, and names of people and places

The system used for rendering names and occasional Russian terms from the Russian (Cyrillic) to the western alphabet is the Nato one, which is also the system used by the US Board on Geographical Names. However, where the Russian ending [image: ] would give the ungainly -yy, I have simplified it to -y, although I have stuck to the Nato system for [image: ], which gives -iy, as in Rokossovskiy. Also, where a commonly used English version of a name is familiar, I have gone with that: so Beria, rather than Beriya; Koniev rather than Konev or Konyev.

Place names are challenging, too. The frontier changes of twentieth-century history, ending with the break-up of the Soviet Union into fifteen independent states at the end of 1991 — all with their own languages — has left a legacy of perhaps four names in certain places. Thus, the German Lemberg became Polish Lwów, Russian L’vov, and now Ukrainian Lviv. The Russian name Kiev is now Ukrainian Kyiv. Kishinev is now Moldovan Chisinau. And some names have changed completely (again). Leningrad was formerly, and is again, St Petersburg. Kalinin was formerly, and is again, Tver’. Stalingrad was formerly Tsaritsyn, and is now Volgograd. Kuybyshev, the reserve capital, to which Government and foreign delegations were evacuated as Moscow was threatened, was formerly and is again Samara. On first mention I give all the names most likely to be encountered in various sources, and thereafter the name in use at the time.

Military units and formations

In accordance with widely accepted, though by no means universal, practice, smaller units and formations are indicated by numerals: 150th Division. Corps are indicated by Roman numerals: VIII Mechanized Corps. Armies and their equivalents (German Panzer Groups, for example), and fronts (Russian) or army groups (German) are written in full: Eighth Army, First Belorussian Front, Army Group Centre. When referred to collectively or in general terms, divisions, corps and armies are not capitalized. When an individual formation is referred to it is treated as a proper name: Eighth Army.




1
FLIGHT OF THE RABID WOLF: THE LONG-TERM IMPACT OF THE WAR IN THE EAST

By the late 1960s a new wave of the rabies virus had sped westward through Europe’s wild mammal population and reached the English Channel. Rabies is endemic in many parts of the world. A bite with infected saliva transmits the virus — which can kill horribly — to domestic animals, or to humans. The United Kingdom authorities feared the disease might leap the natural defensive barrier of the Channel and reappear in the UK, which had long been rabies-free because of strict quarantine regulations. Scientists agreed that the virus, transmitted in the wild mainly by wolves and foxes, had been spreading westwards through Europe since the end of the Second World War in 1945. In 1967, there were 2,775 reported cases in West Germany, and the first 199 cases in Switzerland. In 1968 it reached France, with 60 cases reported.1 It was clear that the epizootic — the animal equivalent of a human epidemic — had headed remorselessly westward, rather than east, north or south, since the war. Why?

It started when rabies-crazed wolves and foxes had fled the fighting on the Second World War’s eastern front, as the Germans were pushed westward by the advancing Red Army from 1943 to 1945.2 The ‘Iron Curtain’ between East and West established after the war is known to have been an effective barrier to animals, as well as to people.3 The maddened creatures carrying rabies had clearly moved west before the Iron Curtain descended at the end of the war, and, understandably, kept going. And now, a quarter of a century later, the environmental effects of that war were lapping at the Channel and threatening the UK.

If the fighting on the eastern front had that effect on mad wolves and foxes, and on the natural environment, what effect must it have had on the millions of people from the sophisticated, educated and civilized nations of central and eastern Europe? A war ‘hideous beyond imagining’, not only unprecedented in its scale and violence, but ‘befouled by and drenched in criminality’?4

In the late 1960s, the rabies scare was not the greatest concern for western European and UK security, however. The biggest threat — and it was very real then — was that of global thermonuclear war. Whoever might have started such a conflict, the missiles falling on western Europe, the UK and the US would probably have come from the Soviet Union. And the Soviet Union had become a world nuclear-missile-armed power as a direct result of the war in the East.

This book is the story of that war. The greatest, most costly and most brutal war on land in human history. It was fought between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany for 1,418 days, from 22 June 1941 to 9 May 1945, on a front from the Arctic Circle to the Caucasus, from the Barents Sea to the Black Sea, up to 3,200 kilometres long. Three months to the day after it ended, as promised, on 8-9 August 1945, the Soviet Union attacked a million-strong Japanese army in Manchuria and made it surrender in eight days, although fighting continued in Manchuria and the Kurile islands until 1 September.5

Soviet casualties in that 1941–5 period are now estimated at 27 million direct deaths, military and civilian. That is nearly half the total losses resulting from the Second World War. But the ‘global loss’ to the Soviet population — the difference between the population after the war and the population as it should have been, had the war not taken place, may be 48 to 49 million. Germany probably lost 4.3 million military dead as a direct result of the battles in the East.6 And these figures do not include the invisible legacy of wars, which we are only now coming to recognize: the psychological casualties, and the victims afflicted by nervous disorders and post-traumatic stress, and the consolations those people seek.

Another gruesome by-product of the war in the East was an intensification of Nazi persecution of the Jews and the ‘final solution’, which only reached its final, obscene dimensions after 1941. The Holocaust had begun before this — alert British newspapers were reporting deportation of German Jews in the 1930s, although many Jews were able to emigrate. However, the German Barbarossa offensive through central and eastern Europe brought millions more Jews under

German control. Hitler had identified the Bolsheviks, who ruled the Soviet Union, with the Jews, even though the Soviet government’s attitude to its own Jewish population showed it to be unashamedly anti-Semitic. But now Hitler’s delusions were compounded by a perverted and superstitious logic. With so many Aryans being killed on the eastern front, extermination of the Jews and other ‘undesirables’ had to be stepped up to balance the books. The Red Army and the NKVD were not squeamish, but when they liberated Auschwitz in January 1945, even they were flabbergasted.7

From 1944 the Soviet Union called its victorious war against Nazi Germany from 1941 to 1945 the ‘Great Patriotic War’, an exponentially greater sequel to the ‘Patriotic War’ of 1812 against Napoleon (although the latter term was used until then). Many comparisons have been and can be made between the two wars, with Russia, itself autocratic and authoritarian, fighting two of the most flamboyant dictators in history — Napoleon, then Hitler. However repressive the indigenous regime, whether under the Tsar or the red star, the majority of the people (though far from all) rallied to it, preferring home-grown despotism to anything imposed from abroad. (There is a lesson here for those who like exporting their idea of democracy today.) Both conflicts saw ‘war to the knife’, as well as the biggest conventional battles of the age. The Russians scorched the earth as they withdrew, buying victory at terrible cost. And then came revenge, culminating in occupation of the enemy capital. After the defeat of Nazi Germany, at the Potsdam conference in July 1945, Averill Harriman, the US Ambassador to Moscow, congratulated Josef Stalin on the achievement of his forces in reaching the Nazi capital, Berlin. ‘Alexander I got to Paris,’ replied Stalin, laconically — a reference to the occupation of Paris by Russian troops in 1815.8

Napoleon’s ill-advised invasion of Russia in 1812 was only one of a number of campaigns which sealed his fate in a coalition world war. The Soviet Union’s role in the Second World War, likewise, was only one part of the complex jigsaw of victory.

The Second World War was not a single conflict, but formed from a number of quite separate wars which fused as the world’s leading military and economic powers were drawn in. The first war, which began with Germany’s invasion of Poland (with Soviet approval) on 1 September 1939, was an old-fashioned ‘cabinet war’ for the European balance of power. The second war involved Germany’s ally, Italy, and was about Italian attempts to establish dominion in the Mediterranean and north Africa. The 1939–40 Soviet-Finnish war and the occupation of the Baltic States and Bessarabia in 1940 were also relatively conventional affairs, their purpose being to secure Leningrad, the Soviet Union’s second city, and other parts of the Soviet Union’s western frontier. The Soviet Union’s tightening grip on eastern Europe precipitated the third major war, the greatest and bloodiest, and the subject of this book. Hitler needed the natural resources, manpower and living space of the Soviet Union to secure Germany’s position as a world power. But Nazism had also grown as a response to the perceived threat from communism, and that conflict, too, was played out in this vast theatre. It was the collision of two dictatorships in a land that had spread in a vast plain across half the world, which the geopoliticians believed to be the Eurasian ‘heartland’. The fourth great war, between Japan and the other imperial powers, had its origins in Japan’s invasion of China in 1937, but became part of the world war on 7 December 1941.9 Reluctant though the isolationist United States had been to become engaged in the entangling alliances, within four years it emerged from the war as one of two world military, scientific and economic ‘superpowers’. The other one was the Soviet Union.

Without British and US dominance at sea, the strategic air campaign and the war in the Pacific, it is very possible that the Soviet Union would have been defeated in 1942 or that, at the very least, the war in the East would have gone on much longer.10 Nevertheless, during the critical period of late 1941 and all of 1942, American power was only starting to be engaged and the Allied strategic bombing offensive against Germany was just beginning to get under way, as the latter’s greatest exponent, Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris, confirmed.11 Of all the interwoven strands, the war on the eastern front was probably the crucial military, economic and political struggle of the Second World War. It certainly was between mid 1941 and mid-to-late 1943, as the war’s outcome hung in the balance.12 After that, the western Allies were ashore in mainland Europe following the invasion of Sicily, which coincided with the last major German offensive in the East at Kursk, and the Japanese were being pushed back in the Pacific. The failure of Barbarossa, which became apparent during 1942, created the conditions for the initiative to pass to the Allies at the end of 1942.13 For that reason, this book pays particular attention to that period and especially to 1942.

It was not for nothing that, as early as January 1943, with uncanny prescience, the American Time magazine named Josef Stalin as its ‘man of the year’ for 1942 (see Plate 4).14 With hindsight, the Soviet dictator seems a bizarre choice for Americans to have made. But it underlines the scale of the Soviet achievement in that precarious year.

Winston Churchill, the British war leader, who hated communism and was no lover of the Russians, similarly acknowledged their pivotal role in the war. In a speech to the UK Parliament in 1944 his analysis was razor sharp:


The advance of their Armies from Stalingrad to the Dniester river, with vanguards reaching out towards the Pruth, a distance of 900 miles [1,440 km], accomplished in a single year, constitutes the greatest cause of Hitler’s undoing. Since I spoke to you last not only have the Hun invaders been driven from the lands they had ravaged, but the guts of the German army have been largely torn out by Russian valour and generalship. The people of all the Russias have been fortunate in finding in their supreme ordeal of agony a warrior leader, Marshal Stalin, whose authority enabled him to combine and control the movements of armies numbered by many millions upon a front of nearly 2,000 miles.15



In one sentence of his address Churchill had encapsulated the scale and significance of the Soviet effort, and in one word, ‘generalship’, the Soviet mastery of the higher conduct of war, at the operational and strategic levels. In the second sentence he alluded to the unwholesome but undeniable fact that only the authority wielded by the Soviet dictator and his security apparatus could coordinate a war effort on this scale in such a country.

But not only was the Great Patriotic War (with the Manchurian campaign as its ultimate postscript) the greatest land conflict, with a significant air component, in the history of the world — a conflict which sealed the destruction of Nazi Germany. It also fixed the course of the next half-century of world history — the bipolar world order which dominated international relations until the 1990s. In 1942, the British government had been planning for action ‘in the event of a Russian collapse’.16By April 1944 the Foreign Office assessed, rightly, that the Soviet Union would emerge from the war ‘as the strongest land power in the world and one of the three strongest air powers’. But, even more importantly, it would be ‘the very successful exponent of a new economic and political system and a new type of multi-national state’. Finally, it would be the great Slav power, as in the past, and the heir to much of the greatness and heritage of the old Russia. ‘She will have very great prestige and very great pride in herself.’17 The war therefore stamped greatness on the Soviet Union. Its legacy is still imprinted on the United Nations, on other international cooperative security arrangements such as Nato, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, and other alliances, treaties, disarmament processes and ways of doing business. Russia’s position as one of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council, and its great military and diplomatic power status in the world today, though diminished compared with that of the Soviet Union, is undeniably a result of its victory in the Great Patriotic War. Before that, it was very much a pariah in the international community, viewed rather like a ‘rogue state’ today.

The war therefore defined the Soviet Union, and modern Russia. Although the USSR had been conceived in the November 1917 Bolshevik revolution, it did not fully coalesce until 1924. As a fully united political entity, it was therefore only seventeen years old when the Great Patriotic War started. Even more than the forced industrialization and collectivization of the 1920s and 1930s, the great purge from 1937, the cold war and the space race, that most terrible of wars was the defining four years of Russian and Soviet history. Like the American Civil War, which fused the USA from a collection of individual states into a single nation, the Great Patriotic War made the Soviet Union a space-bound superpower.

However, the effort expended during those four years and the succeeding struggle against the West — which followed without any respite — ultimately broke the Soviet Union. It was an environmental and demographic catastrophe. Modern Russia, the successor state, one of fifteen nations created by the break-up of the USSR at the end of 1991, was a long-term casualty of the Great Patriotic War. Most of the significant battles of the Great Patriotic War, apart from Moscow, Stalingrad, Kursk and the siege of Leningrad, took place outside Russia — in Ukraine, in Belarus, and in countries that are now part of Nato — in the Baltic States, in Poland, in reunited Germany. The war was fought out of Russia, but much of it on non-Russian territory. Ultimately, that may have helped fuse Russian identity, at the expense of Soviet identity and unity, leading to the break-up of what is now called former Soviet space.18

During the Soviet period, the Soviet history of the Great Patriotic War, while presenting a formidable veneer of scientific objectivity, was full of deep and dark holes and omissions. Since the break-up of the Soviet Union at the end of 1991, the reassertion of national identity by former Soviet republics (especially the Baltic States), the reunification of Germany, and the opening of the Soviet archives to western scholars, it has become possible to rewrite the history. Much was concealed — notably the stupendous Soviet casualties. Those losses, which the Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev modestly put at ‘in excess of 20 million’ in the 1960s,19 are now estimated at 26 to 27 million, including civilians, of whom 8,668,400 have been confirmed as ‘irrecoverable losses’ among the armed services (army, air force, navy, border guards and Interior Ministry). The latter figure, revealed in a groundbreaking study published in 1993, includes dead on the battlefield, missing in action and prisoners who did not return.20 David Glantz successfully identified a great battle — the Soviet Operation Mars — that took place at the same time as Stalingrad and was comparable to it in size, but was simply written out of the Soviet histories, because they lost.21

Soviet military and economic cooperation with Germany during the 1920s and 1930s, and especially during the period of the non-aggression pact from 23 August 1939 to 22 June 1941 — equating to one-third of the entire Second World War — has been neglected in Russian sources, as has the partial, though decisive, impact of western Allied aid and lease-lend. Also neglected has been the role of the Interior Ministry forces — the Narodny Kommissariat Vnutrennykh Del (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs — NKVD), border guards and other ‘organs of state security’, and the strength of resistance to Soviet rule. Nor was that resistance confined to the non-Russian republics, notably Ukraine and the Baltic States. It also posed a real threat to the government in Russia itself. Many people fled to the woods rather than wait for a visit from the NKVD and, as the research will show, the Soviet government’s fears about being overthrown from within as it reeled under the impact of unprecedented attack from without were well founded. Its security measures were far from unjustified, or merely paranoid. If Russia wishes to move on, and confront future challenges safely, it must first confront and unravel its Stalinist past.

Of all these issues, perhaps the most critical today is the demographic impact of the Great Patriotic War on the Soviet Union and modern Russia. The facts are uncertain and highly contentious, not least because we have no firm figure for the number of people who were in the Soviet Union when the Great Patriotic War started in 1941. That is, in part, because of the huge loss of life — conservatively estimated at 7 million — in the Ukrainian famine of 1932–3, and the results of Stalinist repression, climaxing in the purges from 1937. In 1914 the Russian Empire probably had 150 million people and was believed to have ‘inexhaustible manpower’, compared with European adversaries. Four Soviet censuses were taken in the interwar period: 1920, 1926, 1937 and 1939. The population reported in 1926, by which time some stability had returned to the war-ravaged country, was 148.8 million. The demographers estimate the average annual increase at 2.3 per cent. At the most conservative estimate, adding 2.3 per cent per year, rather than compounding the percentage, the population in 1937 should have been 186.4 million. Compounding the percentage would make it 191 million. In fact, the 1937 census population was only 156 million — 30.4 million short of the lower figure, representing a population increase in eleven years of just over 7 million. It is well-nigh impossible to say how many of those dead or non-existent souls should be attributed to deaths in prisons and camps and how many to the famine.22

Stalin did the obvious thing, and on 26 September 1937 Pravda, the offical Soviet newspaper, denounced the results as ‘extremely crude violations of the elementary principles of statistical science’.23 In other words, they had produced the wrong answer. Stalin ordered a new census to be conducted, in early 1939.

The 1939 census, conducted by nervous officials, produced a more acceptable result of 167 million, although the Soviet authorities then added another 3 million to reach 170 million, the most widely accepted estimate for the Soviet population at the start of the Second World War.24 Although less than it should have been, from the war-fighting point of view the figure still compared favourably with 80 million people in pre-war Germany, 130 million Americans and 46 million in the United Kingdom. The spoils of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact — the occupation of ‘western Ukraine’ and ‘western Belarus’ in September 1939 and the formal incorporation of Moldova, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania in 1940 — probably increased to more than 190 million the population the Soviet government could claim to govern. By the start of the Great Patriotic War, on 22 June 1941, it seems fair to estimate the population in the territory between central Europe and the Pacific Ocean nominally controlled by the Soviet government at 196 to 197 million, although many of those would not have recognized Soviet rule, and some areas, particularly in the Baltics, were already restive. The German estimate, which must have included the population of the annexed territories, was 180 million.25

The figure of 196.7 million, based on ‘adjusted 1939 census data’, is the basis for the claim that there were 26 to 27 million ‘excess deaths’ during the war. That is not the same as deaths directly attributable to the war, as, by definition, it includes victims of internal repression.26Speaking on the occasion of the forty-fifth anniversary of victory, in 1990, President Gorbachev gave a figure of 26.6 million, although an article in Vestnik statistiki (Statistical Journal) a few months later, explaining how the figures were arrived at, said it would be more accurate to say between 26 and 27 million.27 If the 196.7 million is an overestimate of the June 1941 population (as it could well be), then Soviet war losses could be fewer. Conversely, and this is the main area of doubt, the number of people in the territories annexed in 1939–40, which remained part of the USSR after the war, could have been greater, in which case ‘Soviet’ war deaths would also have been more numerous. This assessment of ‘excess deaths’ during the war does not take account of losses among people whose territories were included in the Soviet Union after 1945. These totalled nearly 1.9 million, mostly Finns in annexed Karelia, Germans from Königsberg, which became Kaliningrad, and Japanese from south Sakhalin.28

Establishing Soviet military losses is a little easier, though still an uncertain and disputed science. In Grif sekretnosti snyat (The ‘Secret’ Stamp is Lifted), Colonel-General Krivosheyev’s team produced a credible and broadly accurate analysis.29 The figures are awesome. The total mobilized man- and woman-power during the war was 34,476,000, including the 4,826,907 men under arms — whether in the army, navy, air force, NKVD or border guards — in June 1941. During the war another 29,574,900 men and women were mobilized. Of those, there was a ‘turnover’ of 21,700,000. More than half were ‘irrecoverable losses’, although there are three sets of figures for those. The first set, 11,444,100, is the number who became hors de combat, for whatever reason, during the conflict. That is, killed in action; died of wounds, illness or frostbite; shot by their own side for cowardice or other crimes; taken prisoner by the Germans; or just disappeared. The second, 8,668,400, is the final demographic loss — the dead on the battlefield or in German captivity. But nearly 3 million who had been written off as part of the first figure came back, though not necessarily to a hero’s welcome. These included soldiers in encircled formations who then reappeared, often to face interrogation and the GULag, and 1,836,000 prisoners released from German prisoner-of-war and concentration camps, who were thrown back into the fighting. The third figure, 12,400,900, I shall call the ‘bean counters’ figure. People were often posted missing with more than one organization. Given our modern experience of computers, the fact that only an extra million combatants were added to the record because of double counting must count as a triumph for Soviet efficiency.30

The other 10 million ‘irrecoverable losses’ cover 3.8 million wounded, sick or medically discharged. However, the figure also includes 3.5 million redeployed to factories or to local air defence units, and nearly 1.5 million transferred to other security organizations. In terms of the war effort that means more than 6 million who should therefore, perhaps, not be considered ‘irrecoverable’, reducing the overall figure to 15,500,000.31

The numbers so far relate to the Great Patriotic War against the Germans and their allies in the West. The seasoned Red Army’s lightning campaign against the Japanese, which began three months after victory in Europe, cost 12,031, of whom 9,780 were killed in action or died of wounds, 911 went missing and 1,340 died outside combat, whether from disease, accident, suicide or disciplinary action.32

The figures revealed by the removal of the ‘secret’ classification do not include ‘militia’ units (narodnoye opokheniye), hastily raised and thrown into action with minimal training. There were 4 million militia, although 2 million were incorporated into the Red Army and should, therefore, be included in the above figures. Deaths among the other 2 million come out of the overall 26 to 27 million; likewise railway workers, who played a critical role in getting most of the troops — and their supplies — to the front, firefighters, merchant seamen and fishermen.

Most extraordinarily, perhaps, Krivosheyev’s study does not identify how many of those army, navy, air force, border guard and Interior Ministry fighters were women. Estimates of the number of women in front-line fighting jobs during the war vary from 490,235 to 800,000. They include snipers, tank commanders, aircrew — including the famous ‘night witches’ night-bomber squadrons — military police, signallers, interpreters, doctors and nurses. As far as the Soviet authorities were concerned at the time, they were combatants, just like the men with whom they lived, fought, won medals, often died, and were buried, as can be seen from the feminine endings to the names on the blue concrete crosses topped by red stars in Soviet war cemeteries from Moscow to Berlin. The Soviet use of the other (arguably sometimes deadlier) half of the population for the war effort attracted huge western interest at the time. It gets appropriate attention in this book.33

Out of the 197 million people in the USSR in 1941, between 40 and 42 million were Ukrainians. Ukraine is now an independent country, one of the fifteen post-Soviet states. After the so-called Orange Revolution’ in 2004–5, its independence and western European orientation seem assured. During the Great Patriotic War, torn between Soviet rule and invasion by Nazi Germany, Ukraine probably suffered more than any other part of the Soviet Union or post-Soviet state. The famous American journalist Edgar Snow, who visited Ukraine in 1943 and again in 1945, cited a senior Ukraine official as saying that 10 million people — a quarter of the total population — were lost in the war, and that figure excluded those men and women mobilized into Soviet or German armed forces.34 Others put the loss as high as 11 million, even 13.6 million.35

In the wake of a war, nature usually has a way of compensating. As Napoleon said, chillingly, after the terrible Battle of Borodino against the Russians in 1812, ‘one Paris night will replace them’. Social conventions are discarded, new opportunities arise, and men and women long separated make up for lost time. In the West, there was an indisputable ‘baby boom’. However, in the Soviet Union and its successor states the loss appears to have been too great to compensate.

If the population really was 197 million in June 1941, then by the end of 1950, at Imperial Russian or early Soviet levels of increase, with high infant mortality, the population should still have been 201.5 million at the absolute minimum, or, applying the 2.3 per cent increase cumulatively, a maximum of 247 million. In fact it was 181,760,000, rising to only 208,827,000 by 1959, the next reliable census. Demographers calculate the ‘global loss’ of population, resulting not only from excess deaths during the war, including the direct war deaths, but also the overall impact on population, resulting from couples who never met and babies not born, to have been in the order of 48 million.36

Even in the part of the country — European and Asiatic Russia — not occupied by the Germans, the war economy took everything. The effect of the industrial migration — uprooting whole factories and relocating them in the East — and of an estimated 15 million internally displaced people fleeing eastwards from the German advance, has never been calculated.37

Conversely, after the tide turned, the effect on the German population was similarly extreme. Grand-Admiral Dönitz — who succeeded Hitler as Führer for one week — had masterminded the ‘sea bridge’, the greatest seaborne evacuation in history, moving 2 million people from the Baltic coast as the Soviets closed in, and shipping them west. Only about 1 per cent became casualties, but that included the greatest maritime disaster in history, when the Soviet submarine S13 torpedoed the German liner Wilhelm Gustloff off Gdynia on 31 January 1945. More than 6,000 refugees and servicemen and women certainly died in the icy waters of the Baltic — four times as many as on the Titanic — but new analysis using computer modelling suggests the number on board may have been over 10,000. This means that, with 996 survivors, there could have been more than 9,000 deaths.38 For both sides, this was a war of superlatives, and a war of extremes.

The Great Patriotic War unquestionably contributed to the Russian population crisis evident in the early twenty-first century. That can be clearly seen in Figure 1.1, which shows the ‘population pyramid’ for the Russian Federation in 1990, and in Figure 1.2, which shows that for 2005.

The people aged forty-five to forty-nine in 1990 were born during the Great Patriotic War. There is a clear constriction in the pyramid. Even more remarkable — and telling, however, is the imbalance between men and women born before that. This reflects the huge losses sustained among males in the war. There is a major imbalance between men and women born from 1921 to 1925 — those of age for front-line combat service in the Great Patriotic War — and the imbalance is even greater in the preceding two age groups, those born between 1911 and 1920, although by this time the tendency of women to live longer than men is probably also a major factor.

As one might expect, after the war there is a significant, though not massive, increase in the birth rate. However, if we look at the twenty- to twenty-four-year-old age group, born between 1966 and 1970, we see that the pyramid contracts again. A ‘generation’ used to be reckoned at about twenty-five years, and fewer parents means fewer children.

If we move forward to 2005, shown in Figure 1.2, we can see that the effect of the Great Patriotic War repeats itself.

The ‘pyramid’ again contracts around those born in 1941–5, their children, typically those born in 1966–70, and their children, born in 1996–2000. And, again, the imbalance between men and women born before that is striking, although once more age itself — rather than German and Russian bullets — is now becoming a factor. Although the low birth rates among the latest generation and modern Russia’s demographic crisis can be ascribed to many factors, notably Russia’s downward-spiralling combination of ‘first world birth rates and third world death rates’, the recurring demographic impact of the Great Patriotic War is clear to see.39
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1.1 Legacy of the war. Russian population by age, 1990

The economic impact of the war also dwarfs the imagination. The most productive part of the country had been occupied by the Germans and, if it had not been laid waste as the Soviet forces withdrew, was laid waste as the Germans withdrew when the Soviets came back. At its furthest extent, the German occupation extended across nearly half of the European territory of the Soviet Union, and about an eighth of the total. The occupied area contained two-fifths of the grain and four-fifths of the sugar beet produced in the USSR, plus about a quarter of the nation’s farm animals, tractors and combine harvesters. In occupied areas of the Soviet Union the invaders and defenders, between them, destroyed 1,710 towns, 70,000 villages, 32,000 industrial plants and 65,000 kilometres of railway track.40 In the Russian republic alone 23,000 schools were razed to the ground. Damage to basic industry was particularly severe. Between half and two-thirds of Soviet basic industrial capacity was put out of action. Mines which had produced 100 million tons of coal and 20 million tons of iron ore were wrecked and factories which had produced 19 million tons of steel were totally or partially destroyed. In 1945 total Soviet production, the vast majority of which had to go to the war effort, was 19 million tons.41
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1.2 Legacy of the war. Russian population by age, 2005

Sixty years on, the demographic, environmental and political impact of the Second World War has largely been absorbed in the West, and in the Pacific. Former adversaries: the United States, the United Kingdom, Germany, France, Italy, to name a few, are allies within Nato and interdependent economic partners in the European Union. China and Japan are no longer enemies. The cold war division of Europe, which resulted from the Allied victory, is no more. Yet Russia, while a major power in the world order, remains somewhat isolated. And whereas people in western countries properly acknowledge the tragic experience of the Second World War, as it slips from living memory they have moved on. Oddly enough, or perhaps not so oddly, the western people who are still probably most obsessed with ‘the war’ are the British. The British and Soviet economies were the two most highly mobilized for the war effort, and both countries felt, for a long time, that they were fighting alone. They were not — the British were receiving enormous amounts of aid from the United States under lease-lend before the US entered the war — but it must have felt that way. There are therefore some similarities between the Russian and British experiences of the Second World War but also vast differences, notably that the Soviet Union was invaded and 27 million people — one person in seven — died. No visitor to Russia can fail to be overwhelmed by the continuing emphasis on the experience of the Great Patriotic War. From central Europe to the Pacific, from Murmansk down to Grozny, the war memorials proclaim the same message: ‘Nikto nezabyt. Nichto nezabyto.’ (‘No one is forgotten. Nothing is forgotten.’) The sad fact is that many people and things will be. But by looking at the scope and scale of the conflict, its hideous cruelty, arbitrariness and injustice, and by understanding that there was good and bad on both sides, we can begin to move on.


2
ABSOLUTE AND TOTAL WAR

‘A world war, and a war of an extension and violence hitherto undreamt of.’1 Just over half a century before the outbreak of the Second World War, Friedrich Engels said that no other kind of war was possible for Germany. He foresaw not only the catastrophe of 1914–18, a quarter of a century away, but also, albeit in more shadowy form, the distant shape of the Second World War. His vision would apply to Soviet Russia, as well as to Germany, and the 1941–5 war on the eastern front was its extreme fulfilment.

That war breaks all records, before and since, for the length of the front, the depth of advance and retreat, the duration of continuous fighting and the size of the armies engaged. But it was also a war of consummate brutality against civilians, prisoners of war and enemy wounded, something which Engels probably did not envisage, even though he wrote before the signatories to the 1907 Hague and 1929 Geneva Conventions attempted to impose some limits on the horrors of war and its immediate aftermath. But on the eastern front between 1941 and 1945, both sides discarded the Conventions anyway. Because the Soviet Union had never signed the July 1929 Geneva Conventions on the treatment of wounded and prisoners of war, as well as for other reasons, the Germans did not abide by them either.2

The savagery of the fighting and the gruesome atrocities had been seen before, but this was not the bloodthirsty ancient or medieval world, or even the sixteenth or seventeenth century. The people who fought this war had not been brought up without squeamishness, or as savages. On the contrary, they were the children of two of the most culturally, scientifically and technologically developed civilizations the world had ever seen. In the early twentieth century Germany and Russia — later the Soviet Union — excelled, as they had for centuries, in literature, music, the arts, science, technology, exploration and sport. But unfortunately, ‘the maximum use of force is in no way incompatible with the simultaneous use of the intellect’, as Carl von Clausewitz (1780–1831), the great Prussian military thinker and philosopher, had ominously observed.3 And unfortunately for others, the greatest civilizations of the time are usually also the most efficient killers. We may admire the Romans’ literature, law, logic, logistics and engineering, but their dominance ultimately rested on being a military superpower. Their army operated like a chainsaw and if they did not enslave any surviving prisoners, they often crucified them. In the twentieth century, which should have been a more civilized age, warfare, to borrow Churchill’s phrase about a new dark age, was made even ‘more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of perverted science’.4

Absolute war

Clausewitz was a young Prussian general who advised the Russians, and was present at many battles in the Russian 1812 campaign — the ‘Patriotic War’. His insights, shaped by the culture of both sides, are therefore especially relevant to the German-Soviet war 130 years later. Clausewitz is often mentioned, occasionally quoted, but, unfortunately, seldom read. The description of conflict dynamics in the book, On War (which his heartbroken wife, Marie, put together from his uncompleted drafts after his premature death) is exemplary. In conflict, the two sides constantly ‘up the ante’. Each tries to outdo the other until the opponent gives in. Conflict dynamics are therefore a reciprocal process, which, if unchecked, will cause violence to escalate, until one side decides that it cannot continue the struggle. ‘War’, Clausewitz wrote, ‘is an act of force and there is no logical limit to the application of that force. Each side therefore, compels the opponent to follow suit; a reciprocal action is started which must lead, in theory, to extremes.’5 That is what happened on the eastern front.

The tendency to extremes is compounded by uncertainty, because war is a contest between two living wills.6 As long as the opponent remains in existence, he is a potential threat. Until the enemy is incapable of resistance, therefore, he may surprise you and so still to some extent dictates the terms. And, finally, effort in war comprises two interrelated and inseparable factors: the means at your disposal and the strength of your will.7 In the Great Patriotic War, the total means at the Allies’ disposal was certainly far greater than that at the Germans’. On the eastern front, the means at the Soviet Union’s disposal were initially greater than the Germans’. Those means were savagely cut back when, in a relatively short time, the Germans overran an area the same size as that conquered by Alexander the Great, but as a result of the evacuation of industry to the East, covered in Chapter 9, the Russians recovered again.8 The will of the Soviet peoples may also have wavered, but ultimately proved greater, and was expressed in the greater determination to mobilize all aspects of the nation’s resources.

‘If we were to think in purely absolute terms’, wrote Clausewitz, ‘we could proclaim that … since the extreme must always be the goal, the greatest effort must always be exerted.’9 Furthermore, ‘any additional expenditure of time — any suspension of military action — seems absurd’.10 ‘Operational pauses’ would be out. However, there are always modifications in practice. International laws and customs are one, although Clausewitz tended to dismiss these because they are primarily enforced by the state and the law, and are therefore largely removed in war.11 That was certainly true on the eastern front. Further constraints arise from the fact that all the warring sides’ resources cannot be mobilized immediately or applied simultaneously, from the nature of the resources — the fighting forces, the country, with its physical features and population, and its allies.12 And, finally, from ‘friction’. From the inescapable law of nature that, if anything can go wrong, it will.13 In the 1941–5 war on the eastern front each side had the total destruction of the enemy as its objective. The ‘modifications in practice’ derived from the limitations of logistics, terrain, climate; and technological, human and animal (particularly horses’) limitations and endurance, rather than from laws and customs of war.

Would war ever attain this ultimate, absolute form, Clausewitz asked.


Yes it would if: (a) war were a wholly isolated act, occurring suddenly and not produced by previous events in the political world; (b) it consisted of a single decisive act or a set of simultaneous ones; (c) the decision achieved was complete and perfect in itself, uninfluenced by any previous estimate of the political situation it would bring about.14



Clearly, the war on the eastern front was not an isolated act, but part of the complex tapestry of the Second World War, and its nature and course were ordained by the forces that brought it into existence. Nor did it consist of a single decisive act or several simultaneous ones. It discharged its energy over 1,418 days, the German advance pulsing forward at different speeds in different directions, culminating at Stalingrad and the Caucasus, and then waning before the waxing power of the Red Army. As Clausewitz also noted, ‘the proportion of the means of resistance that cannot immediately be brought to bear is much higher than might at first be thought. Even when great strength has been expended on the first decision and the balance has been upset, equilibrium can be restored.’15 Even after staggering defeats and the loss of 3 million prisoners, equilibrium was restored at the gates of Moscow. The war’s political nature also changed. For the Soviet Union, it started as a fight for survival, but finished with the conquest of much of eastern and central Europe. Destruction of the Wehrmacht remained the Soviet Union’s primary object, but to do this within the context of a great coalition war required constant adjustment and compromise with allies. Sometimes, they got it wrong. Had Stalin been prepared to trust the western Allies to stick by the agreement to divide Germany down the Elbe, he might not have felt the need to race for Berlin so recklessly, with the highest daily casualties of any Soviet operation in the war (apart from the catastrophic ‘frontier battles’ when the Germans unleashed Operation Barbarossa in June 1941).16 And had Stalin known that the Americans were about to drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, perhaps he might have brought forward the invasion of Manchuria scheduled for, and delivered on, 9 August 1945.

Subject to those inevitable ‘modifications in practice’, the war on the eastern front was probably the most ‘absolute’ war ever fought, on both sides. It was also the prime example of Clausewitz’s famous ‘Trinity’:17 primordial violence, hatred and enmity; the play of chance and probability; and the political direction to which it is, and must remain, subject. The first of the three principally concerns the people. Violence by one side bred violence on the other. Soviet forces breaking into Germany in 1945 were spurred on by exhortations to exact revenge. The second — juggling the odds in a chaotic game of chance — was the responsibility of the commanders. There can be few better examples than Hitler’s unwise insistence that Sixth Army should continue chewing their way into Stalingrad as the Soviet command remorselessly built up forces for the counter-attacking pincer movement, which they sprung on 19 November 1942, coinciding with the first heavy falls of snow. The third element of the Trinity — the political aim, and the way it may change — is subject to the government alone. On the Soviet side, the interplay between the Red Army senior commanders, the security and intelligence services and the Main Defence Committee (GKO), which included the heads of foreign and economic policy, provides a good example of this.

The first element of the Trinity — primordial violence, hatred and enmity — was fuelled by the lack of legal restraint on both sides. The first general attempt to restrict the abuse of prisoners and wounded and to protect the civilian population by defining distinctions between combatants and non-combatants culminated in the Hague Conventions of October 1907, and especially Convention IV, the Laws and Customs of War on Land. Imperial Russia signed them — indeed, it had played a major part in bringing such agreements about — but as early as 1917–18 the new Soviet government refused to accept that soldiers of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army would surrender to their ‘class enemies’, and no longer regarded itself as a signatory. The USSR did not acknowledge itself as the successor state until 1955.18 Meanwhile, in 1929 forty-three parties signed the ‘Third Geneva Convention’ — in fact, two Conventions — covering military personnel who fell into enemy hands, one relating to prisoners of war, the other to the care of the wounded. These Conventions were immensely important and provided protection for some of the prisoners taken during the Second World War. The United States, Germany, Italy, France, Britain and its Dominions all signed them. Unfortunately two major players in the Second World War did not. Those were Japan and the Soviet Union.19 The USSR did, however, sign the 1925 Geneva protocol prohibiting the use of poison gas and bacteriological warfare, and the 1936 London Proces-verbal (diplomatic jargon for a written report) on the rules of submarine warfare against merchant ships.20

After the war started in 1941 the Soviet Union claimed, somewhat speciously, that its only reason for not signing the 1929 Geneva Conventions was article 9. This article, which specified that prisoners of war should be racially segregated into separate camps, would be a violation of the Soviet constitution.21 Another slight problem was that the Swiss government had not recognized the Soviet government. Whatever the real reason, the fact that the Soviet Union had not signed the 1929

Geneva Conventions certainly played into the hands of the Nazi regime, although even if it had signed, the Nazis would probably have pursued their genocidal policies against combatants, non-combatants and prisoners of war anyway. As it was, the USSR had not signed the Conventions and therefore Germany clearly felt itself under no obligation to respect them on the eastern front either.

On 9 August 1941, Averill Harriman told the US Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, that the Soviet Union had said it would observe the 1907 Hague Convention, the 1925 Geneva Protocol on chemical and bacteriological warfare and one of the two 1929 Geneva Conventions, namely the one relating to care of enemy wounded and sick.22 The Soviet government had issued a note saying it would observe the Hague Convention on 17 July, and even earlier, on 1 July, the Council of People’s Commissars had issued a decree on ‘The Position of Prisoners of War’, which was in line with the Hague Conventions, even though it was hardly ever observed, at least in the earlier part of the war.23However, and this was the rub, the Soviet Union said it would only observe those agreements ‘with respect to Germany insofar as they are observed by Germany’.24 This was not what the Americans wanted to hear, because, although they were not yet in the war, they knew that one day they might be. If the Soviet Union maltreated German prisoners, the Germans might retaliate, and the practice might spread to other prisoners of war — who might by then include Americans. Repeated enquiries about the Convention relating to healthy prisoners of war went unanswered. The USSR was not going to agree to that because, unlike the 1907 Hague Convention, it specified that prisoners’ names should be released, that they should be able to correspond with relatives, and that prison camps should be inspected by neutral observers from the Red Cross.

To apply that idea on the eastern front was unthinkable for both Soviets and Germans. The Soviets believed that any of their combatants who allowed himself to be captured was probably a traitor and a counter-revolutionary. After the Soviet-Finnish war of 1939–40 many of the 5,000 Soviet soldiers who had fallen into enemy hands were deported and never seen again.25 Article 58 of the Soviet Criminal Code forbade Soviet soldiers — even the wounded — to allow themselves to be taken prisoner. The Red Army was the only one in the world where being taken prisoner counted as desertion and treason.26 The Soviet government and military command had absolutely no interest in what happened to Soviet people in German captivity. When prisoners of war who had survived were released at the end of the war, they were usually sent to the GULag or shot, and the same fate even befell many who had fought and crawled their way out of German encirclement during the war. Furthermore, in summer 1941, it soon became obvious that vast numbers of Soviet troops had surrendered without firing a shot, and that 75 per cent of Balts and Ukrainians, according to official German estimates, regarded the Germans as liberators.27 Logging their names and letting them write to their families was unthinkable, even assuming the Germans would have allowed it. But the Germans had no intention of according humane treatment to Soviet troops whom they regarded as subhuman untermensch, let alone giving them the protection of a treaty which, for whatever reasons, the Soviet government had not signed.28

The Germans, likewise, had little interest in the welfare of any of their soldiers who fell into Soviet hands. The Germans had expected the Soviet forces to collapse fast. The fact that considerable numbers of German troops were taken prisoner was highly embarrassing. Clearly, the Russians were better fighters and had better generals than the Germans had thought. A public roll of prisoners’ names, and letters reaching their families in Germany, possibly saying that they were well treated by the subhuman Slavs (even if they were not) were clearly not in Hitler’s interest, either. For both totalitarian regimes in conflict on the eastern front, once a combatant ceased to be of use on the battlefield, his or her fate at the enemy’s hands was a matter of supreme indifference. Indeed, the very expression ‘irrecoverable losses’ reflects that sentiment.

Neither side, therefore, had any intention of complying with the letter or the spirit of the 1907 Hague and 1929 Geneva Conventions. Furthermore, the provision in the latter for independent inspection of prison camps made it a complete non-starter. Although the Germans did allow Red Cross inspectors into a few carefully selected, model concentration camps, they were not going to open to inspection the prisoner-of-war and concentration camps into which millions of Soviet soldiers had been herded. And the Soviets were certainly not going to go public with the GULag.

The scale, extent and awesome logistical problems of the war on the eastern front compounded this indifference. In summer 1941 the Germans were astonished by the numbers of prisoners they took. Three German army groups — South, Centre and North — attacked the Soviet Union in June 1941. We know, from an exercise conducted in early 1941, that Army Group South assumed it might take 72,000 prisoners in the first four days, with a further 122,000 over the next six days.29Assuming similar plans for the other army groups, that gives a realistic expectation of up to 600,000 prisoners on the entire Eastern Front by early July. The Germans were banking on a quick victory, and, not unreasonably, they thought that would do the trick, although those numbers of prisoners would cause problems, and prisoners of war, like the German Wehrmacht itself, were expected to scavenge from the land. But by mid August some 1.5 million Soviet troops had surrendered, and more than 3 million by mid October. In the great encirclement battles of Bialystok, Minsk, Smolensk, Uman, Kiev, Bryansk and Vyaz’ma alone — that is, before 18 October — 2 million Soviet soldiers had ‘gone in the bag’. The total of 3 million was almost ten times the figure of 378,000 admitted by Stalin on 6 November, on the eve of the twenty-fourth anniversary of the 1917 October’ revolution. By the end of 1941, 3.8 million Soviet servicemen and women had surrendered or been captured.30

Even if the Germans had wanted to apply the generous provisions of the Geneva Conventions — that prisoners of war should be fed and accommodated to the same standard as one’s own rear echelon troops — they were simply unworkable in these circumstances. The infrastructure in the western USSR was relatively primitive, and the Germans had their own very serious logistical problems. As for moving the prisoners back to Germany, the camps there could hold 790,000 prisoners, including those from countries who had signed the Geneva Conventions.31 The same considerations applied to the hard-pressed Soviet system. It would have been unthinkable to divert precious resources to build camps and to transport prisoners on railways needed to maintain the war effort. Instead, they made them walk. The contrasting treatment of relatively small numbers of German or western Allied aircrew shot down near urban and industrial targets owed something to the Geneva Conventions, but the practicalities of dealing with them were also very different.

German policy toward Soviet prisoners and civilians in the occupied territories had been formulated even before fighting started in the East. There were three key orders, each of which was the result of complex evolution: the ‘Führer decree’ of 13 May 1941, which limited military jurisdiction in occupied areas, passing responsibility for dealing with criminals and insurgents to the tender mercies of the SS; Guidelines for the Behaviour of the Fighting Forces in Russia, issued on 19 May 1941; and the most notorious document, which grew out of the others and was very much a clarification of one key area, the famous ‘Commissar Order’ (Kommissarbefehl) of 6 June 1941.

On 3 March 1941 Hitler ordered the Supreme Command of all the German Armed Forces — Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW) — to revise a draft covering the administration and exploitation of the territory he expected to conquer.


The impending campaign is more than a clash of arms; it also entails a struggle between two ideologies. To conclude this war is not enough, given the vastness of the space, to defeat the enemy forces. The entire territory must be dissolved into states with their own governments … The Jewish-Bolshevik intelligentsia, as the oppressor in the past, must be liquidated.32



In fact very few Jews held senior positions in the Soviet administration and the best-known Jewish intellectual, Leon Trotsky (who was not a Bolshevik), had been murdered on NKVD orders with an ice-axe through his head in Mexico City the previous year. Such details did not concern Hitler, however. In addition to the liquidation of the ‘Jewish-Bolshevik intelligentsia’ he also demanded a limitation of military jurisdiction. He may well have suspected that the officers and gentlemen who ran the Wehrmacht would be less zealous about exterminating civilians than doing their job, which was fighting the Red Army. The order on military jurisdiction of 13 May owed a good deal to German experience on the Eastern Front in the First World War, where the Russians had committed atrocities and deported Germans from East Prussia in 1914, and the Germans had imposed harsh security measures against ‘bandits’ — some of whom were anti-German partisans — in occupied Poland between 1915 and 1919.33

The Führer decree of 13 May 1941 was passed on to the army by its commander-in-chief, Walther von Brauchitsch, on 24 May. Fearful that the relaxation of the constraints on German troops’ behaviour against prisoners and the local population might lead to a breakdown in military discipline, Brauchitsch added an appendix emphasizing that the Wehrmacht’s main job was to fight the Red Army and that ‘search and purge’ actions should be avoided. In an appendix to the second part of the Führer decree he stressed that officers should continue to ‘prevent arbitrary excess by individual members of the army, so as to be in good time to prevent the degeneration of the troops’.34 Individual enthusiasm had to remain subordinated to the will of the command. On 10 and 11 June Brauchitsch’s assistant, the General (Special Duties), Lt Gen. Eugen Müller, personally told the staffs of armies and army groups that any ‘sense of justice must, in certain circumstances, yield to the requirements of war’.35 The 1907 Hague Convention had recognized the right of a population to take up arms spontaneously against an aggressor. On the eastern front, as everywhere German forces were employed, that was out of the question. Guerrillas, francs-tireurs, agitators, distributors of leaflets and saboteurs had no rights at all, and should be punished instantaneously.

The Guidelines for the Behaviour of the Fighting Forces in Russia were worked out in mid May and distributed on 19 May.36


Bolshevism is the mortal enemy of the National Socialist German people. Germany’s struggle is aimed against that disruptive ideology and its exponents.

The struggle demands ruthless and energetic action against Bolshevik agitators, guerrillas, saboteurs, Jews and the complete liquidation of any active or passive resistance.

Extreme reserve and most alert vigilance are called for towards all members of the Red Army — even prisoners — as treacherous methods of fighting are to be expected. The Asiatic soldiers of the Red Army in particular are inscrutable, unpredictable, insidious and unfeeling.

After the capture of units the leaders are to be instantly separated from the other ranks.37



The idea that depriving Soviet people of their leaders would render them incapable of organized action and the emphasis on eliminating the Soviet ‘boss class’ recur throughout German instructions. The conflation of ‘Bolsheviks, guerrillas, saboteurs and Jews’ must also have had spectacular results for mishandling of prisoners, and for eliminating and alienating many people who might well otherwise have espoused the German cause. And there were many cases where the massacre of Jews was reported as ‘anti-partisan operations’.38

The most notorious document, the Guidelines on the Treatment of Political Commissars, was largely a clarification of the preceding instructions. It reveals the extraordinarily bad state of German military intelligence. Although the Germans and the Soviets had worked together since the 1920s and were effective allies from 23 August 1939 until 22 June 1941, the German forces were wrongly briefed about who commissars were. According to the official intelligence manual, The Wartime Forces of the USSR of 15 January 1941, anyone wearing a red star with a gold hammer and sickle on their sleeves was a ‘Commissar’. In fact, at company, battery or squadron level there was only a political officer — a politruk — who was merely an adviser and did not have to countersign orders. The Kommissarbefehl of 6 June 1941 referred, somewhat conveniently, to ‘political commissars of all kinds’, though not out of embarrassment about German intelligence failings.39 Hitler insisted that commissars were not to be regarded as soldiers under the Geneva Conventions, which was completely illogical. Not only were true commissars a functioning part of the military command system, but, given that they were wearing uniform and carrying authorization to accompany an armed force, they were fully entitled to its protection. Once again, such niceties counted for nothing on the eastern front.

The Kommissarbefehl ordered that all prisoners resembling ‘commissars’ who were suspected of resistance, sabotage, or instigation of these, should be treated according to the jurisdiction decree. Red Army commissars were not to be treated as soldiers (which they were), but were to be ‘separated’ from other prisoners of war and ‘finished off’. Two days later, Brauchitsch ordered that this should be done after their separation, outside the combat zone proper and under the order of an officer. Again, the Wehrmacht feared the breakdown of discipline if German soldiers received carte blanche to murder anyone they liked.40

The limitation on military jurisdiction required special categories of prisoners of war, including commissars and Jews, to be transferred to Special Units (Einsatzgruppen) of the Security Service (SD) and German Security Police. There is plenty of evidence to show that army units not only cooperated by transferring prisoners but also tried to improve implementation of the directives. However, when the German advance slowed, the Army High Command (OKH) supported initiatives to get the Commissar Order cancelled, because, they said, it was counterproductive. Soviet resistance was getting stiffer, in part because Soviet troops were unwilling to give themselves up as word spread about what they, and certainly their political officers, might face. On 5 November Field Marshal Fedor von Bock objected to transferring prisoners of war to the Einsatzgruppen and emphasized that the army’s responsibility for POWs could not be shared with other authorities.41

The highest-profile protest came from Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, head of the German Armed Forces’ (OKW) Intelligence, the Abwehr. On 8 September he protested at an OKW Directive which openly referred to a possible mass execution of Soviet prisoners. In a statement on 15 September, later used in his defence at Nuremberg, he reiterated that


… war captivity is neither revenge nor punishment but solely protective custody, the only purpose of which is to prevent the prisoners of war from further participation in the war. This principle was developed in accordance with the view held by all armies that it is contrary to military tradition to kill or injure helpless people.42



Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, head of OKW, disagreed, noting in the margin that the Admiral’s views reflected ‘traditional ideas of gentlemanlike warfare; but this war is an ideological war of extermination’.43

In spite of the scruples of some Germans, the war of extermination continued. On 30 March 1941, Hitler had explained his rationale to his commanders-in-chief. Colonel-General Franz Halder, the Chief of the German Army General Staff, recorded what he said:


Crushing denunciation of Bolshevism, identified with asocial criminality. Bolshevism is an enormous danger for our future. We must forget the concept of comradeship between soldiers. A Communist is no comrade before or after the battle. This is a war of extermination. If we do not grasp this, we shall still beat the enemy, but 30 years later we shall again have to fight the Communist foe. We do not wage war to preserve the enemy … This need not mean that the troops should get out of hand. Rather, the commanders must give orders which express the common feeling of their men … Commanders must make the sacrifice of overcoming their personal scruples.44



Faced with German forces bent on extermination, the Soviet army and security forces retaliated in kind. From the very start of the war, the Soviet authorities also stressed that this war had a totally different character from any other. ‘The war with fascist Germany must not be regarded as an ordinary war,’ Stalin said in his radio broadcast of 3 July. ‘It is not only a war between two armies. It is, at the same time, the war of the entire Soviet people against the fascist German troops … that know no compassion for the enemy.’45

Ilya Ehrenburg, a famous Soviet writer, epitomized Soviet attitudes to German prisoners. He wrote war commentary in the press from the beginning of the war. Just as the Soviets were ‘subhuman’ to the Germans, Ehrenburg wrote, ‘we do not regard them as human beings’.46The Germans were ‘wild beasts’, ‘worse than wild beasts’, ‘Aryan beasts’ and ‘starving rats’. A colonel ‘shows his old rat’s yellow fangs’.47 Given the conduct of the Germans, such propaganda obviously worked.

In the early phases of the war, German prisoners were usually shot, either immediately on capture or after initial interrogation. German records, including statements from Soviet prisoners of war and intercepted radio messages, indicate that the procedures were similar in widely separated parts of the front, indicating that they were not spontaneous actions by individual units. The executions were usually authorized, or at least condoned, at company, battalion and regimental level. In many cases they were carried out on the order of commissars — which, given Hitler’s Kommissarbefehl, is perhaps not surprising. But on 21 February 1942 a captured Soviet colonel reported that a Luftwaffe officer had been shot in the presence of an army commander, Lt Gen. Kuznetsov, and other senior officers.48 While that might have been an isolated incident, the Wehrmacht Investigation Office for Breaches of International Law collected several thousand reports. These included the shooting of 180 German soldiers at Broniki on 30 June 1941, between 300 and 400 Romanian and a number of German soldiers on orders from Major Savelin, commanding 225th Rifle Regiment, at Surozhinets on 2 and 3 July 1941, and 80 German soldiers shot in the 26th Rifle Division area on 13 July.49

Soviet records indicate that 90 to 95 per cent of German prisoners taken in 1941–2 did not survive, for various reasons. This does not seem to have been the Soviet high command’s intention. As we have seen, the notes on treatment of prisoners of 1 and 17 July specified that they should be treated in accordance with the Hague Conventions. The Red Army’s Chief Military Health Directorate recommended appropriate hospital treatment for sick prisoners. In August the Chief of the Red Army General Staff, Marshal Boris Shaposhnikov, the only senior officer who had served as an officer in Tsar’s army to survive the purges which began in 1937, was outraged to learn that ‘individual enlisted personnel’ were inclined to take ‘personal valuables, money and documents’ from prisoners. This should stop.50

Even more deplorable, however, was murder. The Germans captured a number of documents which showed that the Red Army command was trying to stop the killing of prisoners, which, of course, confirms that it was happening. Often the prisoners would be assembled and marched away from the front line areas, and were then shot ‘en route’.51

In his speech of 6 November 1941, on the twenty-fourth anniversary of the Great October Revolution, Stalin did not appear to discourage the practice. ‘From now on it will be our task … to annihilate all Germans who have penetrated as occupiers, down to the last man.’ After the usual ‘tumultuous applause’ he continued, ‘No mercy to the German occupiers! Death to the German occupiers!’ after which there was (as usual, when Stalin, who had trained to be a Russian Orthodox priest, was performing) more ‘tumultuous applause’.52

Stalin’s appeal was understood to mean that all Germans, whether fighting, wounded or taken prisoner, were to be killed. As a direct result one of the worst incidents occurred after the successful Soviet amphibious landing on the Kerch’ peninsula at the end of December 1941, when the Crimean Front drove the Germans back west of Feodosiya, thus relieving pressure on Sevastopol, which was under German siege. Some 160 German wounded who were left in the hospital when the German forces pulled out had their heads smashed in with blunt instruments, were mutilated, thrown out of the windows, or killed by the simple Russian winter expedient of pouring cold water over them or throwing them in the sea to freeze to death.53

However, Red Army commanders were already realizing that such barbarism was counterproductive. Atrocities against prisoners usually increased the enemy’s determination to fight to the death, and prisoners were useful sources of intelligence. In Order No. 55 of 23 February 1942, Stalin countermanded his earlier order. ‘The Red Army takes German soldiers and officers prisoner when they surrender.’54

Thereafter, it appears that the Red Army command was seldom guilty of outright violations of international law, although there were exceptions, particularly during the Battle of Stalingrad. The same restrictions do not appear to have applied to the NKVD, or to the counter-intelligence directorate known as Smersh — Shmert’ shpionam — ‘Death to Spies’, which replaced the NKVD’s Third Directorate on 14 April 1943. Zinaida Pytkina, formerly a woman officer in Smersh, interviewed for a television documentary in 1999, told how she had shot a young German major whose interrogation had been completed. A grave had been dug outside the interrogation building. The officer was made to kneel down, and Pytkina drew her pistol. ‘My hand didn’t tremble. It was a joy for me … The Germans didn’t ask us to spare them and I was angry … I fulfilled my task. And I went back into the office and had a drink.’55

Pytkina’s murderous assignment was not, strictly speaking, counter-intelligence or counter-espionage, which underlines the overlap between the functions of the various organizations. But it is a reminder that the war on the eastern front was also the most extensive intelligence and counter-intelligence war in modern history. The latest research suggests that the Soviet security services employed up to 150,000 agents across a 2,400-mile front, which enabled them to neutralize the majority of more than 40,000 German agents deployed against them. The combination of Soviet military deception (conducted by the Red Army, air forces and navy) and the state security organizations’ destruction of the Abwehr’s human intelligence network had a profound impact on every battle. The Germans frequently underestimated Soviet strength and resilience and were deceived about Soviet plans.56

The interaction between the combatants in any war has a decisive impact on its development. Reciprocity is crucial, and it was so in the Great Patriotic War. Horrific brutality by one side was met by horrific brutality on the other. That applied to civilians in occupied territory, as well as to regular troops. The Germans expected no favours from the partisans, and in those areas the people of the occupied territories suffered. Conversely, where there was no partisan activity, the occupying troops could be relatively benign. Elena Vasilevna was born in 1929 and lived in a German-occupied area west of Leningrad as a young girl and teenager. In 2005 she was still working as a guide in the ‘Road of Life’ museum east of St Petersburg (as Leningrad had been renamed). ‘There was very little partisan activity in our area,’ she recalled, ‘so the Germans were quite nice to us. We worked for them …’ Sixty years after the war, such frankness was possible.57

The Soviet troops who moved into Germany in 1944 and 1945 were deliberately spurred on to exact revenge. In the excellent Museum of the Defence of Moscow there are photographs of burned-out houses and the remains of Soviet civilians apparently butchered by the German invaders in 1941. Sixty years after the vengeful Soviet forces burst into Germany, a German was visiting the museum with the author.

‘Have you seen the German reports on what the Soviet troops did when they invaded Germany?’ my German friend asked the guide. ‘I put it to you’, my friend said, ‘that every one of those pictures could be matched with one from eastern Germany later in the war.’

‘That may be,’ our guide said. ‘But war is war.’58

If you want to understand war, study this one.

Sparse though the influence of ‘international law and custom’59 was, it did sometimes apply. Perhaps the most extraordinary example of old-school, punctilious diplomacy occurred at the outbreak of the world’s most savage, absolute and total war. The German diplomats in Moscow, and the Soviet diplomats in Berlin, were trapped, although the Germans had moved all non-essential staff out of Moscow well before Operation Barbarossa broke on 22 June 1941. Valentin Berezhkov, a young and extremely talented Soviet diplomat who worked with Foreign Minister Molotov and translated for Stalin on occasion, was in the Berlin embassy. Many Soviet citizens who were still in Germany (as the two countries had a non-aggression pact and were working together until that night) were arrested and sent to concentration camps. But the diplomats, after an extremely tense couple of weeks, got out. On 2 July they left Berlin, heading for Prague, Vienna, Belgrade and Nis, still in German-occupied Yugoslavia. After a tense time at Nis, constantly under SS guard, they were moved on into Bulgaria, through Sofia, and met a Soviet diplomatic delegation from Istanbul at Edirne in neutral Turkey. From there, they made their way back to Moscow.60 Even in the most absolute of wars, channels of negotiation had to be kept open. Otherwise, nobody could surrender.

Total war

Just as Engels had predicted a war of unprecedented scope and violence — absolute war — so, four years later, in 1892, he had predicted a war in which industrial might would be paramount. ‘From the moment warfare became a branch of la grande industrie’, he wrote, ‘la grande industrie, without which all these things cannot be made, became a political necessity.’61

In any future war, it would be necessary to mobilize industry, indeed the whole of society, to feed the battle fronts. There had been remarkable examples in the past: the women of Carthage cutting their hair to make bowstrings springs to mind. But now industry and the population as a whole had to be mobilized, including the large-scale employment of women in industry and even in the armed forces. When Clausewitz wrote of der totale Krieg, he did not mean that. He meant the ‘absolute war’ tending to the extreme described above. It was the German Field Marshal Erich von Ludendorff who first used ‘total war’ in the sense it is now used, to describe the First World War, writing in 1935.62 ‘A war of engines and reserves.’63 The Great Patriotic War was that, as well.

In the First World War Russia was unable to match the industrial capacity of its principal adversary, Germany, although its industrial achievement was impressive, as was its military achievement until the October 1917 Revolution removed it from the war. Between 1914 and 1917 Russian machine gun production increased nearly ten times, production of rifles four times, and rounds of ammunition twice. But four-fifths of the heavier artillery and three-quarters of the machine guns were still imported from the UK, USA and France over perilous sea routes.64 As Norman Stone has noted, the industrial effort had its own political and social consequences in 1917.65 It was obvious, as Lenin famously said, that no revolution was worth anything unless it could defend itself.

Soviet preparations to avoid a repeat of Russia’s fate in the First World War — preparations for total, modern, industrialized war — began in 1924–5. The visionary was Mikhail Vasilevich Frunze (1885–1925), a Soviet politician, agitator, military commander and military theorist, who died under the surgeon’s knife in autumn 1925 in what was subsequently called a ‘medical murder’.66 Frunze may or may not have been consoled by the iconic status he was subsequently given by the Soviet regime. In 1924, in the introduction to a friend’s book on industrial mobilization for war, he wrote:


In a conflict of first-class opponents, the decision cannot be won by one blow. War will take the character of a long and fierce conflict… Expressed in the language of strategy, this means a change from the strategy of lightning blows to a strategy of exhaustion.
Thus the bond between the front and rear in our days must become much more close, direct and decisive. The life and work of the front at any given moment are determined by the work and condition of the rear.67



As People’s Commissar for Military and Naval Affairs — War Minister — Frunze carried through the 1924–5 Frunze reforms. In June 1925, three months before his death, his plans became law. So, in the relatively peaceful 1920s, Soviet Russia embraced total mobilization, something which would have been politically incorrect and unthinkable in just about every other developed country at the time, including Germany. The 1925 law specified appropriate expansion of war industry and the organization of other industry so that it could meet all the Soviet Union’s needs, even in wartime: perfection of military equipment, and equipping the Red Army with it; improvement of the rail and road transport networks and of auto transport; development of all types of communications; horse-breeding; improvement of the physical training of the population, military training for all workers and peasants, and especially youths and students; and an increase in general knowledge of military matters and the fundamentals of rifle shooting throughout the entire population. Finally, the law noted the importance of aviation and chemical warfare. The aviation industry was to be expanded and training in chemical defence was encouraged, leading to the creation of Osoaviakhim — the Society for Aviation and Chemical Defence, which trained many pilots, including women, who would serve in the Great Patriotic War. Finally, Frunze stressed that ‘these planned measures cannot be accomplished by the efforts of the War Office alone. Hence the [Third USSR]Congress [of Soviets] obliges all Commissariats of the USSR and of the Soviet Republics to take a very active part in conducting them, particularly the Supreme National Economic Councils …’.68

In December 1925, shortly after Frunze’s untimely death, the XIV Congress of the All-Russian Communist Party proclaimed the industrialization of the country as its main target, melding the objectives both of the military and of the industrialists. At this critical juncture, the key military brain who replaced Frunze was the fascinating, brilliant and charismatic Mikhail Nikolayevich Tukhachevskiy (1893–1937). Tukhachevskiy was a former lieutenant in the Semenov regiment, the second senior foot guards in the Tsar’s Imperial Guard. Had he been British, he would therefore have been a Coldstream Guard. Having obtained the highest marks ever at the Aleksandrovskiy War College in 1914, and donning his small lieutenant’s stars in haste, he headed for the front but was soon captured by the Germans. In 1917 he escaped and became, to all appearances, a dedicated communist. He has been widely studied as a military commander, strategist and theorist, but also played a major role in the development of the Soviet war economy. He made violins as a hobby, and therefore had a bent for technology and engineering which fitted well with his role as developer of the Soviet war economy and new military technology.69

In late 1925 or, at the latest, by early 1926, the Soviet armed forces and the government had decided that the country must acquire a modern armaments industry. With no immediate threat of war — apart from a brief scare in 1927 — they could afford to play it long. The most promising angle was cooperation with German industry and the Reichswehr, which were severely constrained by the terms of the punitive 1919 Versailles treaty which limited the Reichswehr to 100,000 men and banned the development of military aircraft, tanks, battleships and other top-of-the-range military assets. But in the vast spaces of the Soviet Union, German forces could exercise unobserved by the signatories of Versailles. Trotsky initiated cooperation with German industry and the Reichswehr in 1921–2, and the Junkers aircraft company started production of aircraft and engines at Fili, the village — now suburb — west of Moscow, in 1922. In 1926 the factory was expanded. The location was ironic. It was at Fili that, in 1812, Field Marshal Kutuzov had held a council of war and took the decision to abandon Moscow to Napoleon to preserve the Russian army in being, a scene memorably portrayed in Tolstoy’s War and Peace.70 In 1928 a German delegation, headed by General Werner von Blomberg, visited the western Soviet Union to discuss further military cooperation. Blomberg’s report shows he was most impressed with Tukhachevskiy — ‘cultured, likeable. A person to note.’71 But this visit may have been a factor in Tukhachevskiy’s downfall in 1937, when he was accused of being an agent of a foreign power — presumably Germany.

The subsequent development of Soviet industry was heavily onesided, and this had implications early in the war. In 1928, the first year since 1913 for which reliable figures are available, 60 per cent of Soviet industry was light, against 40 per cent heavy. In 1940, on the eve of the war, the proportions were reversed. Stalin followed Frunze’s plan. He gave top priority to civilian industries which could be easily converted to war production. Instead of a reserve of munitions (which might be obsolete or past their sell-by date when war came), the USSR created a reserve of heavy industry enterprises to produce them. Tanks, aircraft, guns, warships, bullets, shells and bombs were all built by heavy industry. Tukhachevskiy also stressed the need for flexibility to convert from civilian to military production. The same factories that built tractors could build tanks. And so they did.72

The other principal figure in the evolution of Soviet preparations for total war was probably Aleksandr Svechin (1878–1938). Svechin had reached the rank of major-general in the Tsarist Army, one of very few former Imperial generals to continue service with the Red Army. He appears not to have got on with the flamboyant former Imperial Guard lieutenant Tukhachevskiy. Svechin’s intellect was intimidating and probably made him more enemies than friends. In 1925 he completed the first edition of his classic Strategy, which was republished in 1927.73Strategy was the blueprint for the Soviet conduct of the Great Patriotic War. It forecast a war in which the Soviet Union would have to sacrifice territory; a war in which armies, more widely spread than before, would become ‘a giant broom’, occupying the entire breadth of the theatre of operations. War could no longer be concluded with a single, short blow, but would be prolonged, comprising many operations. ‘Exhaustion’ (izmor) would play a decisive role. That was not to say that destruction of enemy armed forces was not the principal objective, merely that it would take longer.74

Svechin’s most critical insight was probably the need for an integrated — inter-agency — approach, combining the functions and expertise not just of the three armed forces but of all the security agencies. Like Frunze, he stressed the interaction of the front and the rear.75 Long wars put more stress on the internal workings of the state. War was not, as some had regarded it, medicine for a state’s internal illness, but a serious examination of the health of its internal politics.76 The ‘rear’ was as important as the ‘front’:


The Department of Internal Affairs [NKVD] must have its own mobilisation plan, which must take into account the steps necessary to maintain firm order in the national territory during the period when huge masses are torn away from their work in the country and proceed to collection points to flesh out the armies, and the population of the towns doubles to meet the requirements of war industry. The crisis … will be compounded by enemy propaganda, sharpened by the activities of enemies of the existing system, by the hopes which individual national and class groups will have as the ruling class grows weary under the impositions of war. It is essential to think through the measures necessary to maintain order along lines of communications most thoroughly, to take into account all dubious [politically unreliable or disaffected] elements, desertion, enemy intelligence and propaganda, measures for censorship, and so on. And also, if necessary, to substitute special formations made up of reliable elements for military units leaving for the front, or to strengthen the police. Aviation, the radio, the need for an unbroken flow of huge masses of troops to the front, supplying them with munitions, home leave from the active army which was previously unknown [it still was, largely, in the Red Army in 1941–5]. All these factors now merge the front and the rear.77



It was emphatically the blueprint for the Soviet conduct of the Great Patriotic War. The urban populations swelled by the demands of war industry and refugees were exemplified by Leningrad. The special detachments comprising ‘reliable elements’ were the ‘destroyer battalions’ that, for example, ruthlessly stopped people fleeing Moscow in the near-panic of October 1941.78 Strategy, the blueprint for protracted, total war, remained the only book to possess that magic word as its title until 1962, when Marshal of the Soviet Union Vitaliy Sokolovskiy’s Military Strategy was published — the world’s first blueprint for nuclear missile war.79

Although Tukhachevskiy attacked Svechin, he actually lifted many of Svechin’s ideas. On 16 July 1930 Tukhachevskiy delivered a seminal paper to the Communist Academy (Komakad). He dismissed the idea of ‘little wars’ as he and his colleagues had dismissed the idea of ‘little armies’, and repeated what Svechin had said three years before.


The scale of a future war will be grandiose … in a future war the mobilisation of industry will, first of all, take place in a much shorter time than before and, secondly, in this short time industry will produce much more military hardware than in the past war … The future (gryadushaya) world imperialist war will not only be a mechanised war, during which huge material resources will be used up, but, together with this, it will be a war which will embrace multi-million-strong masses and the majority of the population of the combatant nations. The frontiers between the front and the rear will be erased more and more.80



On the outbreak of the long-predicted total war, in 1941, the NKVD was used to implement the vision of Svechin and Tukhachevskiy, although both had died — or, at any rate, disappeared — as its victims in 1938 and 1937, respectively. The NKVD were in charge of the GULag — eighty ‘concentration camp systems’, plus political prisoners and prisoners of war transferred to them by the military. As soon as the Germans attacked, Stalin used the NKVD to execute all people suspected of espionage and to arrest persons considered politically unreliable. Far from a relaxation of the ‘terror’, the outbreak of war meant more arrests. Although some suspects were probably arrested in Moscow and Leningrad, the outlying republics in the Germans’ path which in many areas were already resisting Soviet rule — eastern Poland, the Baltic States, Belorussia and Ukraine — were particularly hard hit. In the first few days mass shootings took place, primarily of Poles, Ukrainians and Baltic nationals. Before they pulled back, the NKVD shot political prisoners. The logic was presumably that, if ‘liberated’, as they might have seen it, by the Germans, these people were potentially high-value German agents and opponents of the USSR. Massacres took place in Brest, Minsk, Kaunas, Vilnius and Riga. But shootings also occurred in Smolensk and Kiev, and even in the Russian Republic itself. According to a US Congressional Committee in 1954 which may, admittedly, have been influenced by cold war paranoia, 80,000 to 100,000 people were shot by the NKVD before the Germans got to them, although the author would treat that estimate with caution.81 The NKVD and the German SS Security Police Service behaved in similar fashion. In Kiev, the NKVD and other Soviet security agencies executed 4,000 Ukrainian and Polish political prisoners, as well as some German prisoners of war, some of whom were tortured. When the Germans arrived they at first tried to contain the anti-Semitic attacks which erupted. But then the German Security Police and the SS Security Service arrived, and killed another 7,000 people, allegedly as ‘reprisal for inhumane atrocities’. In fact they were mostly Jews and had nothing to do with the earlier pogroms. In any areas recovered by Soviet forces, even temporarily, the Soviet security troops also shot any Soviet citizen suspected of contact with the German troops. When Khar’kov was temporarily back in Soviet hands, 4,000 people were shot, including girls and young women who had befriended German soldiers.82

The conditions for absolute and total war had been developed during the 1920s and 1930s, and reached a climax of intensity in early 1941. With hindsight, it looks as if war between Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia was inevitable. But it did not seem that way to everyone in 1939, as the world’s two greatest dictatorships, far from falling on each other in a vicious war, embraced each other in a non-aggression pact.
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itter’s Directive No. 21, Case Barbarossa. 18 December 1940
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10.1 The Battle of Smolensk. 10 July to 10 September 1941
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9.1 Zhukov's ‘block’. 26 June 1941
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8.2 The frontier batiles. 22 June to 9 July 1941
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3.1 Europe at the end of November 1940
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201 The Manchurian Strategic Offensive Operation, 9 August to 1 September 1945
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41 The Russo-Finnish War, 1939-40
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134 The Sinyavino Offensive. 19 August to 1 October 1942
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135 ‘Defensive pincers’ Vlasov's Second Shock Army is trapped.
January to June 1942
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Table 13.1 - Leningrad bread ration, 1941-3 (grams)

Rear echelon Factory and other

Fighting troops,  high-priority  Ofice  Dependants
From date troops manual workers  workers  workers and chidren
$NovIotl 600 (fom800) 400 00 200 20
13 Nov 1941 0 a0 300 150 150
20 Nov 1941 s00 300 250 125 125

Route 101 up and runming, recapture of Tikhwin

25 Dec 1941 500 75 350 200 200
24 Jan 1941 0 575 00 300 300
10 Feb 192 s00 &0 00 300 300

tnner ring broken 18 January 1943
22 Feb 1943 800 0 00 500 00

Source: Salisbury, 900 Days, pp. 377, 387-8, 411,
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132 The cty of Leningrad
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131 Iron ring round Leningrad
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127 The Moscow counteroffensive: Phase 2. 16 December 1941 to 1 January 1942

Army Group St ometes
forth ===
i =

<

(e
‘elakdroma

e
BOED &
[ - !
¢
et
perr— -
—— o
it 8
Gorman ArParar Groun N

PRm————

i






OEBPS/images/Bell_9780307481139_epub_039_r1.jpg
138 Afler nearly 900 days - the Leningrad-Novgorod Operation, 14 January~1 March 1964
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12.4 Coalescence of a mobile group in the enemy rear. Tenth Army in the
Moscow counteroffensive, 6-20 December 1941
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123 The Moscow counteroffensive: Phase 1. 5-15 December 1941
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12.1 The renewed attack on Moscow. Army Group Centre.
November to December 1941
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105 The Vyaz'ma-Bryansk encirclements and the German approach towards.
Moscow. 30 September to 5 December 1941
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102 Hitler's Directive No. 33 of 19 July 1941
|Supplement of 23 July and Directive No. 34 of 30 July|
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124 Winter operations on the Eastern Front, 5 December 1941 to 31 March 1942
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169 The end at Stalingrad: Operation ‘Ring’ (Kol o). 10 January to 2 February 1943 o
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] 168 Operation Mars. The failed attempt o destroy Ninth army.
25 November to 23 December 1942
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167 The counteroffensive at Stalingrad: Operations Winter Storm (German)
and Little Saturn (Russian)
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164 The counteroffensive at Stalingrad: Operation Uranus
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Table 16.2 ~ Comparison of forces employed in Mars and ‘Jupiter’

with those employed in Uranus and Saturn, 1942

Mars and ‘Jupiter’*

Men and women available

in sector November 1912 1590000
Armi w
Rifle divisions 6
Mobile brigades 7
Artillry regiments. s
Anti-tank regiments 36
Antiaircraft regiments 2
Engineer battalions 3

Uranus and Saturn

1,103,000

10

* Includes Moscon Defence Zone.
+ Includes one tank army.
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165 Revenge of the Gods: Mars. a possible Jupiter. Saturn and Uranus
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Table 16.1 ~ Comparison of forces available for counteroffensives
west of Moscow and around Stalingrad

Kalinin, Western Fronts, - South-Western, Don,

Moscow Defence Zone  Stalingrad Front
(Mars, ‘Jupiter’) (Uranus, Saturn)
Troaps 19 million, 1 million
Guns and mortars. 24000 15000
Tanks 3300 1400

Aircraft 1100 900
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16.1 German plans for late 1942
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Table 15.2 - Soviet war losses by year 1941-5

By year, s percentage of entire war

1041 1942 1943 1944 1945

Irrecoverable losses (a) ~ 27.8 9 25 156 71
ick and wounded (b) 73 24 w2 w9 121

Toul (a +b + 2) 175 57 34 28 96

Tota
100
100
100

Source: ar chart in Krivosheyev, ed., Sovier Casalfes .., p.99, adapted by the author.
*22 June 0 31 December 1941,
1 January to 9 May 1945.






OEBPS/images/Bell_9780307481139_epub_046_r1.jpg
154 Location of Soviet war industry. 1942. showing enterprises newly constructed or converted to war production. 1941-2
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Table 15.1 ~ GDP ratios between the combatants, 1941-5

1938
UsA 800
UK 284
France 156
laly 141
USSR 359
Germany 351
Austria u
Japan 169

1938
Allied/Axis 24

USSR/Germany 1.0

1939
869
27
199
151
366
384
7
184

1939
23
Lo

GDP in 1990 prices (billions of dollars)

1940
913
316
161"
"7
a7
387
27
192

1940
21
L

1941
1094
34
130
1
359
an
2
19

1941
20
09

1912
1235
353
16
115
E
a7
27
197

1942
21
07

1943
1399
361
1o
137
305
a6
23
194

1943
23
07

1944
1499
346
9
n7
362
437
2
189

1944
31
o8

1915
1474
31
101
B
343
310

144

Source: Harrson, Table 1, The USSR and total war: why didn' th Sovict cconomy collapse in
19427 Adapted (emphasis added) by the author.

« France’s GDP for 1940 is allocated half to the Allics. half to the Axis.
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152 The battle of Khar'kov (Kharkiv). 12-19 May 1942
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15.1 The four phases of Operation Blau. and what the Russians expected
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142 Sovietindustry and Alied aid, 1941-5
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195 The end in Europe. Prague 6-11 May 1945
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194 Battle for the Reichstag. 30 April 1945
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19.3 Berlin. 16 April to 8 May 1945
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19.1 The Budapest Operation 29 October 1944 to 13 February 1945
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184 Outline of major Russian offensive operations, 1943-5
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183 Operation ‘Bagration’  the Belorussian Offensive Operation,
23 June to 29 August 1944 and Soviet deception plan
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17.8 The Kursk counteroffensives: operalions Kutuzov and Rumyantsev.
12 July o 23 August 1963
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17.5 Example of traffic analysis - eastem front

<—— Unknown Callsign 1

<—— Unknown Calisign (moving)

Rear Ho.
24,55 PANZER REGT
L hassspazsmon unident Logstc HO
I||L [ ATOR UNIDENTREWHG ]
1CORPS Ha?l
39 PZGREN REGT DivArtyH

Forward fue depat

~—— 49 S5PZ REGT [moving] ———i!

~—— UNIDENT RECCE UNIT

UNIDENT INFANTRY DIVISION HEADQUARTERS
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17.4 Concentration of firepower along the Kursk perimeter
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173 The Kursk salient. Organization and extent of Russian defences and
German attacks on the north and south faces
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172 The Kursk salient. Situation at the end of 4 July 1942 showing Russian and
German deployments and German intentions.
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17.13 Formation of the Kursk salient (2): Ground recovered by the Germans
leading to the formation of the Kursk bulge. The Khar'kov Defensive
Operation (Russian). 4-25 March 1943
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17.1.2 Formation of the Kursk salient (1): The Voronezh-Khar kov Operation.
13 January to 3 March 1943
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17.1.1 Eastern Front 1942-3
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16.10 The German last stand at Stalingrad. with inset on the capture of Paulus’ HQ|
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