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Preface

This study investigates the nature and consequences of the Battle for Smolensk, a series of military operations which took place in the Smolensk region of central Russia during the period from 10 July to 10 September 1941. The struggle as a whole began three weeks after Adolf Hitler’s Third German Reich commenced its invasion of Josef Stalin’s Soviet Union on 22 June 1941. Code-named Operation Barbarossa, the German invasion sought to defeat and destroy the Soviet Union’s Red Army, overthrow Stalin’s Communist regime, conquer large portions of the Soviet Union, and exploit these regions for the benefit of Nazi Germany. The ten weeks of fighting in the Smolensk region pitted the forces of German Army Group Center against the forces of the Red Army’s Western Main Direction Command, initially, the Red Army’s Western Front, but, subsequently, its Central, Reserve, and Briansk Fronts. As such, the battles involved over 900,000 German troops, supported by about 2,000 tanks, against roughly 1.2 million Soviet soldiers, supported by as many as 500 tanks.

During the over 60 years since war’s end, most memoirists and military historians viewed the battles in the Smolensk region during July, August, and early September 1941 as little more than bothersome “bumps in the road” of an otherwise seamless offensive operation code-named Barbarossa. Hitler’s Wehrmacht [Armed Forces] commenced Operation Barbarossa on 22 June 1941 along a massive front extending from the Barents Sea southward to the Black Sea. Employing time-honored Blitzkrieg strategy and the tactics of high-speed panzer thrusts, the invading German forces smashed the Red Army’s forces defending the western border regions of Stalin’s Soviet Union in a matter of weeks. Thereafter, they spread out northeastward and eastward into the Soviet Union’s vast strategic depths.

The battle for Smolensk proper began on 10 July 1941, when the forces of Field Marshal Fedor von Bock’s Army Group Center crossed the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and, in accordance with Plan Barbarossa, began a rapid exploitation operation eastward toward the city of Smolensk. The battle ended on 10 September 1941, the date when Army Group Center’s Second Army and Second Panzer Group began their southward advance which culminated in the encirclement and destruction of its Southwestern Front in the Kiev region, one of the Red Army’s most infamous wartime defeats. Therefore, the battle for Smolensk constituted the ten-week-long struggle for possession of and victory in the Smolensk region.

Unlike previous histories of the fighting in Russia during the summer of 1941, this is a strictly “documentary” study. This is so, first and foremost, because, for the first time since the end of the Soviet-German War, this study exploits “ground truth,” specifically, the daily strategic, operational, and tactical records of the forces that participated in the fighting. Therefore, this study is also unique because most histories of the Soviet-German War, in general, or its component operations, in particular, have lacked the sound basis of “ground truth.” It is especially important since the struggle in the Smolensk region during the high summer of 1941 has also generated considerable controversy. In particular, this controversy involves heated debate over the wisdom of the decision by Adolf Hitler, Germany’s dictator, to delay Army Group Center’s advance on Moscow from early September to early October 1941 for the sake of destroying large Red Army forces fighting in the Kiev region.

This study has to be “documentary” in nature because it challenges conventional wisdom, which maintains that the fighting in the Smolensk region was nothing more than a “bump in the road” to Moscow. In sharp contrast, on the basis of these fresh archival materials, this study argues that the battle for Smolensk was much larger-scale than previously believed, it damaged Army Group Center far more than previously thought, and, ultimately, it contributed significantly to the army group’s embarrassing defeat at the gates of Moscow in early December 1941. Finally, the study is also “documentary” because it restores a significant “forgotten battle” to the historical record, specifically, the Red Army’s massive September counteroffensive in the Smolensk region.

Since this study relies heavily on “ground truth” to describe the fighting and reach its conclusions, its structure and contents rests heavily on the sound “shoulders” of extensive and direct documentation. Therefore, the first two volumes contain an unvarnished narrative of the course and outcome of military operations in the Smolensk region based largely on paraphrased versions of period directives, orders, reports, and critiques prepared by the headquarters of the forces which participated in the operations. In particular, these include documents prepared by the respective High Command (OKW and Stavka) and headquarters down to army and, sometimes, division level.

Because accuracy is absolutely essential to validate the study’s many conclusions, a separate volume will contain unexpurgated and accurate literal translations of virtually all of the documents paraphrased in the two narrative volumes. These are referenced in the text of the volume’s narrative by notes in the margin citing the appropriate appendix and specific document number within each appendix. The inclusion of these documents is critically important for two cogent reasons. First, the verbatim documents are necessary to confirm the accuracy of the study’s contents. Second, the structure and contents of these directives, orders, reports, and critiques, as well as the language used, provide uniquely personal portraits of the commanders who prepared them. Specifically, the crispness, conciseness, logic, and wording of these documents, or lack thereof, reflects the intelligence, skill, and effectiveness of the leaders (or absence thereof), as well as such less tangible but equally important personal traits such as their egos, their ruthlessness, and their morale.

In addition, the extremely detailed contents of the two-volume-narrative, which must be studied as well as read, makes maps absolutely vital to any understanding of the strategic and operational “flow” of the Battle for Smolensk. Therefore, by exploiting actual German and Soviet archival maps of the period, I have included just enough general operational and regional maps in the narrative volumes to permit readers to follow the general course of operations. However, since these maps do not provide enough tactical detail to reflect and explain the contents of the archival documents (either paraphrased in the narrative or un-expurgated in the supplements), I have also included an extensive array of detailed daily maps from the official records of many German and Red Army formations to support the supplemental volumes. A fourth volume in this series is also planned, featuring specially-commissioned colour maps tracing the progress of the operations described.

Considering the vast amounts of new archival materials upon which this study is based, I must give special thanks to the government of the Russian Federation, which has released the documents essential for its creation. More important still, in light of the considerable work necessary to prepare these volumes, as in the past, my wife Mary Ann, deserves immense credit. First, it was she who correctly predicted that my anticipated 30-day effort to revise and expand a brief 100-page study of the Battle for Smolensk into a slightly more lengthy study of 200 pages would inevitably degenerate into this far more massive effort. Nonetheless, she deserves special thanks for her unconditional moral support during what turned out to be six months of virtual siege. Second, in addition to enduring the idiosyncrasies of her “hermit” husband, who sequestered himself midst his beloved books in his office for ceaseless hours, she also suffered through interminable hours proofing these volumes on behalf of someone (read me) whose impatience to move on to fresh topics and tasks routinely prevents him from engaging is such Herculean, mundane, and tedious tasks as proofing.

In the last analysis, however, I alone am responsible for any errors found in these volumes, either in fact or translation.

David M. Glantz

Carlisle, Pennsylvania





Chapter 1

Introduction: Plan Barbarossa, Opposing Forces and the Border Battles 22 June–1 July 1941

Plan Barbarossa

When Adolf Hitler, the Chancellor of Germany, began planning Operation Barbarossa in the summer of 1940, Germany had been at war for almost a full year. Before the Second World War began on 3 September 1939, the German Führer’s diplomatic and military audacity had exploited his foes’ weaknesses and timidity, producing victories that belied the true strength of the German Wehrmacht [Armed Forces].1 Defying the victor countries of the First World War, in March 1936 Hitler renounced the disarmament clauses of the Treaty of Versailles, which had ended the war. Then, in rapid succession, Germany’s fledgling armies reoccupied the Rhineland in the same month, annexed Austria in March 1938, dismembered Czechoslovakia in fall 1938 and early 1939, annexed the city of Memel’ in March 1939, and invaded Poland on 1 September 1939, all but the latter bloodlessly and with tacit Western approval. By mid-1939 perceived British and French “appeasement” of Hitler at the Munich Conference finally convinced Josef Stalin, the dictator of the Soviet Union, that the Western powers were simply encouraging Hitler’s ambitions to extend German dominance toward the East. This, in turn, prompted Stalin to negotiate a cynical non-aggression treaty with Hitler in August 1939, the so-called Molotov-Ribbentrop Non-Aggression Pact, whose provisions divided Poland and much of the remainder of Eastern Europe between Germany and the Soviet Union and granted Stalin his desired “buffer” zone with a potentially hostile Germany.

Once the Second World War began, Hitler’s armies quickly conquered its half of Poland in September 1939, occupied Denmark and invaded Norway in April 1940, and vanquished the West’s most respected armies and occupied Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxemburg, and France in May and June 1940, driving the British Expeditionary Army from the continent at Dunkirk in utter defeat. Protected by its formidable moat, the English Channel, and its vaunted High Seas Fleet, Britain survived Hitler’s vicious and sustained air attacks during the ensuing Battle of Britain from September 1940 through June 1941, but only barely.

It was indeed ironic yet entirely characteristic that military failure in the Battle of Britain would inspire Hitler to embark on his Crusade against Soviet Bolshevism. Even though German defeat in the skies during the Battle of Britain frustrated his plans to invade the British Isles in Operation Sea Lion, Hitler reverted to his characteristic audacity. Inspired by his army’s unprecedented string of military successes, he set out to achieve the ambitious goal he had articulated years before in his personal testament Mein Kampf [My Struggle], the acquisition of the “living space” [lebensraum] to which he believed the German people were historically and racially entitled. Conquest of the Soviet Union would yield that essential living space and, at the same time, would also rid the world of the scourge of Bolshevism.

Militarily, a German ground invasion and conquest of the Soviet Union was a formidable task. The Wehrmacht had achieved its previous military successes in East-Central and Western Europe, relatively small theaters of operations that were crisscrossed by a well-developed communications network. It had done so by employing so-called Blitzkrieg [lightning war] tactics, employing armies spearheaded by highly-mobile and maneuverable panzer and motorized forces, supported by dense waves of ground attack (Stuka – assault) aircraft to defeat large but essentially immobile forces of France, Great Britain, and Belgium, which were completely unsuited to counter or endure these sorts of tactics and whose parent governments lacked the will to fight and risk replicating the carnage of the First World War.

Hitler’s conquest of the Soviet Union was an entirely different matter. Although German military planners began contingency planning for an invasion of the Soviet Union in the summer of 1940, Hitler did not issue Directive 21 for “Fall [Case or Operation] Barbarossa” until 18 December 1940. Once fully developed in separate plans and orders prepared by the Wehrmacht’s service arms in early 1941, Plan Barbarossa required the Wehrmacht to defeat the largest standing military force in the world and ultimately advance to a depth of up to 1,750 kilometers along a front stretching for over 1,800 kilometers from the Arctic Sea to the Black Sea. In addition to being larger than all of Western and Central Europe, the eastern theater of military operations was also an underdeveloped theater lacking the dense and efficient road and rail network so characteristic of the West. Nonetheless, Hitler and his senior military planners assumed that Blitzkrieg tactics would produce quick resolution of the conflict and planned accordingly.

The overriding assumption of Plan Barbarossa was that Stalin’s Bolshevik Soviet Union would indeed collapse if and when the Wehrmacht destroyed the Red Army’s forces deployed in the Soviet Union’s border military districts, that is, when German forces reached the line of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. Hitler himself noted at his final planning conference on 5 December 1940 that the Red Army would likely collapse faster than the French Army had collapsed in 1940.2 During the same planning conference, Hitler also clearly stated his preference for orienting the Barbarossa campaign on the destruction of the Red Army rather than achievement of specific terrain or political objectives when he declared:


The mass of the [Red] army stationed in Western Russia is to be destroyed in bold operations involving deep penetrations by armored spearheads, and the withdrawal of elements capable of combat into the extensive Russian land spaces is to be prevented. By means of rapid pursuit a line is then to be reached from beyond which the Russian air force will no longer be capable of attacking the German home territories.

Consequently, the [central] army group aiming toward Moscow was to be made strong enough to be able to pivot northward with substantial forces… A decision whether or not to advance on Moscow or to an area east of Moscow could not be made until after the destruction of the Russian masses trapped in the anticipated northern and southern pockets. The cardinal point was the Russians must not be permitted to establish a rear defense position.3



The German Army High Command’s [Oberkommando des Heeres – OKH] final amendment to Directive No. 21, which it prepared on 31 January 1941, accurately reflected Hitler’s strategic intentions:


3. Concept. The first and foremost intention of the High Command of the Ground Forces, in accordance with the objectives articulated above, is to chop up the front of the Russian Army’s main forces concentrated in the western parts of Russia by rapid and powerful blows by mobile groups and, by exploiting this penetration, destroy the broken up groups of enemy forces.

South of the Pripiat Marshes, Army Group South, under the command of General Field Marshal Rundstedt, by exploiting the decisive attacks of powerful panzer formations from the Lublin region, will cut off Soviet forces located in Galicia and Western Ukraine from their communications on the Dnepr, seize crossings across the Dnepr River in the vicinity of Kiev and to the south, and, in that fashion, secure free maneuver for the resolution of subsequent missions in cooperation with forces operating to the north or fulfill new missions in southern Russia.

Army Group South, under the command of General Field Marshal von Bock, will attack north of the Pripiat Marshes. By introducing powerful panzer formations into combat, it will carry out a penetration from the Warsaw and Suwalki region in the direction of Smolensk and then turn the panzer forces to the north and, in cooperation with Army Group North (General Field Marshal von Leeb), attacking from East Prussia in the general direction toward Leningrad, will destroy Soviet forces located in the Baltic region. Then the forces of Army Group North and the mobile forces of Army Group Center, together with the Finnish Army and German forces transferred from Norway for this purpose, will finally deprive the enemy of his last defensive possibilities in the northern part of Russia. As a result of these operations, freedom of maneuver will be secured for the fulfillment of subsequent missions in cooperation with German forces attacking in the southern part of Russia.

In the event of surprise and the complete destruction of Russian forces in the north of Russia, the turn to the north will fade away and the question about an immediate advance on Moscow can arise…

Only by such means will we be able to stand in the way of a timely withdrawal by enemy forces and destroy them west of the Dnepr and Western Dvina River lines.4



To achieve this victory, the German military planners sought to annihilate the bulk of the peacetime Red Army in the forward area, that is, the Soviet Union’s western military districts, before Stalin’s state could mobilize its large pool of strategic reserves. The German OKH planned to do so by orchestrating a series of dramatic encirclement battles inside the Soviet Union’s new western frontier.

To destroy the Red Army, Hitler massed 151 German divisions (including 19 panzer and 15 motorized infantry divisions) in the East and equipped them with an estimated 3,350 tanks, 7,200 artillery pieces, and 2,770 aircraft.5 The Finnish government promised to support Operation Barbarossa with a force totaling 14 divisions, and the Romanians offered to contribute four divisions and six brigades to the effort, backed up by another nine divisions and two brigades.6 The German OKH, which controlled all Axis forces in the Eastern Theater, organized these forces into an Army of Norway, which was to operate in far northern Scandinavia, and three German army groups (designated North, Center, and South), which included four powerful panzer groups and three supporting air fleets, deployed across a broad front extending from the Baltic Sea southward to the Black Sea.

Plan Barbarossa required Bock’s Army Group Center, which included German Fourth and Ninth Armies and Second and Third Panzer Groups, supported by Second Air Fleet, to conduct the Wehrmacht’s main offensive thrust. Spearheaded by its two panzer groups, which were to advance precipitously eastward along the flanks of the Belostok salient, Bock’s forces were to conduct the campaign’s first major envelopment operation in the Minsk region, destroy the encircled Red Army forces, and then proceed eastward through Smolensk to Moscow. Operating to the north, Leeb’s Army Group North, which included German Sixteenth and Eighteenth Armies and Fourth Panzer Group, supported by First Air Fleet, was to advance from East Prussia through the Soviet Union’s Baltic Republics to capture Leningrad. On the southern wing of the Barbarossa offensive, Rundstedt’s Army Group South was to advance eastward from southern Poland and northeastward from northern Romania to seize Kiev and the Soviet Ukraine. This army group consisted of German Sixth and Seventeenth Armies and First Panzer Group operating north of the Carpathian Mountains and a combined German-Romanian command formed from German Eleventh and parts of Romanian Third and Fourth Armies operating south of the Carpathians. The Fourth Air Fleet was to provide air support to Army Group South. Thus, the mass of German offensive power was located north of the Pripiat’ Marshes, the almost-impassible swampy region that divided the theater into distinct northern and southern halves.

The plan for Operation Barbarossa sought to exploit the Soviet Union’s lack of adequate communications route, that is, roads and railroads extending laterally across the front as well as into the depths, by employing panzer forces, rapidly advancing cross country, to encircle and destroy Red Army forces in the forward area before they could regroup from one sector to another or withdraw eastward to escape encirclement and destruction. In this fashion, planners believed the three German army groups could destroy most of the peacetime Red Army’s force in their forward defensive positions before mobilized reinforcements could reach the forward area. However, this belief proved to be incorrect because German intelligence overestimated the number of Red Army divisions concentrated in the forward area and was totally ignorant of Soviet mobilization capabilities, specifically, the quantity of reserve armies the Soviet Union could raise and deploy forward into new defensive positions east of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers.

According to the Barbarossa Plan, once the Wehrmacht won the battle of the frontiers (in Soviet terms, the border battles) and destroyed the Red Army’s forces in the forward area, the three German army groups could advance northeastward and eastward relatively unhindered, with Army Group North heading toward Leningrad, Army Group Center marching against Moscow, and Army Group South pushing on to Kiev. Thus, from its inception, Plan Barbarossa anticipated its three army groups would be able to seize all three of Hitler’s most vital objectives virtually simultaneously and without dangerously dissipating the Wehrmacht’s military strength.

Soviet War Planning: Defense Plan-41 (DP-41) and the “Answering” Strike

Ironically, the infamous Ribbentrop-Molotov Non-Aggression Pact, which Stalin negotiated with Hitler in August 1939, actually contributed to the catastrophic defeat the Red Army suffered during the initial stages of Operation Barbarossa. By signing the infamous pact, Stalin hoped to forestall possible German aggression against the Soviet Union and, while doing so, create a “buffer” or security zone by seizing eastern Poland and the Baltic States. However, the subsequent Soviet invasion and occupation of eastern Poland in September 1939 and the Baltic States in the fall of 1940 brought the Soviet Union into direct contact with German-occupied territory. This, in turn, compelled Stalin’s government to reevaluate potential strategic military threats to the Soviet Union and adjust its war, defense, and mobilization plans accordingly. In short, by July 1940, the Soviet Union assessed Germany as its most likely future strategic opponent, and the Red Army General Staff identified Hitler’s Wehrmacht as the most dangerous military threat to Stalin’s Communist state. Based on its analysis, when preparing its defense plan, the Red Army General Staff, then headed by its chief, Marshal of the Soviet Union Boris Mikhailovich Shaposhnikov designated the region north of the Pripiat’ River and its adjacent marshes as the most likely axis of any future German military aggression.7 Stalin, however, disagreed with Shaposhnikov’s assumptions and, in October 1940, insisted the General Staff prepare a new plan based on his assumption that, if Hitler attacked, the Wehrmacht would likely strike south of the Pripiat’ Marshes to seize the economically vital region of the Ukraine.8 With minor modifications, the October variant of the defense plan became the basis for the Soviet Union’s Mobilization Plan (MP) 41 and associated war plans, specifically, State Defense Plan 1941 (DP-41).

Mandated by Stalin and prepared in early 1941 by Army General Georgii Konstantinovich Zhukov, who was appointed chief of the General Staff in January 1941, the provisions of DP 41 were based on the cardinal assumption that “the Red Army would begin military operations in response to an aggressive attack.”9 Although clearly defensive in a strategic sense, because of the largely offensive focus of Soviet military thought in the 1930s, which was a period dominated by the development of the tactical and operational offensive concepts of “deep battle” and “deep operations,” DP-41 contained many offensive features, couched in terms of necessary and inevitable offensive reactions, that is, “counteractions,” to potential enemy aggression. For example, a contingency plan (predlozhenii or proposal) prepared by chief of staff Zhukov on 15 May 1941, which recommended the Soviet Union launch a preemptive attack against Germany in reaction to a perceived German military build up on the Soviet Union’s western borders, was ultimately incorporated as an “answering strike” in the Kiev Special Military District’s (wartime Southwestern Front’s) portion of DP-41.10

State Defense Plan 1941 and its associated and supporting mobilization plan required the Red Army to deploy 237 of its 303 active rifle, cavalry, tank, and motorized divisions in the Baltic, Western, and Kiev Special Military Districts and the Odessa Military District’s 9th Separate Army, which, when war began, were to become the Northwestern, Western, Southwestern and, ultimately, Southern Fronts (a front is equivalent in size to a Western army group).11 As a whole, the Red Army organized its forces in the western Soviet Union into two strategic echelons both to provide depth to its defenses and reinforcements to strengthen any counteroffensive operations it undertook. The first strategic echelon was supposed to consist of 186 divisions assigned to its four western military districts (four operating fronts in wartime), while the second strategic echelon was to consist of 51 divisions organized into five armies, which, after mobilization, were to operate at greater depth, specifically, east of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, under the control of the wartime headquarters of the Soviet High Command (Stavka).

In turn, the four military districts (operating fronts) making up the first strategic echelon were to deploy their forces in three successive operational echelons, in essence, three broad defensive belts arrayed along and behind the Soviet Union’s post-1939 western border. The first operational echelon consisted of relatively light covering forces in the form of fortified regions (consisting of artillery and machine gun battalions in fixed defensive positions) and the forward regiments from first echelon divisions of the military district’s armies deployed along the frontiers, cooperating with detachments of NKVD border-guards troops. The second and third operational echelons, of relatively equal size and strength, consisted, respectively, of the main forces of the military district’s armies and mechanized corps subordinate to these armies and the reserves of these armies cooperating with mechanized corps subordinate to the military district itself. These operational echelons added depth to the defense and provided forces with which to conduct the counterattacks and counterstrokes or full-fledged counteroffensives required by DP-41.

However, many problems marred the Soviet Union’s seemingly coherent defense plan during the period from April through June 1941, the most serious of which were associated with a supporting mobilization plan that precluded full and timely implementation of DP 41. These included an inordinately slow alert notification process and frequent transportation difficulties that produced tardy concentration of forces. For example, when Stalin tried to orchestrate a covert partial mobilization of five armies between April and June 1941, the mobilization fell well behind schedule. As a result, by 22 June 1941, the Red Army’s first strategic echelon was not backed up by the strong second echelon envisioned by the Soviet dictator.

By 22 June the first strategic echelon’s three operational echelons consisted of 57, 52, and 62 division equivalents, respectively, and 16 of the Red Army’s 25 mechanized corps stationed in the European Soviet Union. This was short of the 186-rifle division force envisioned by DP-41.12 Since Stalin’s partial preliminary mobilization of five armies from the Soviet Union’s internal military districts was incomplete, on 22 June the first strategic echelon was backed up by roughly 57 divisions assembling along the Western Dvina and Dnepr River lines. Partially compensating for the incomplete mobilization, the five new under-strength armies were virtually invisible to German intelligence. This fact largely negated the twin German assumptions that the bulk of the Red Army was situated in the Soviet Union’s western military districts and destruction of Soviet forces west of the Dvina and Dnepr Rivers would remove any military obstacles to a further advance to Moscow, Leningrad, and Kiev.

Once fully concentrated, the mission of the Red Army’s second strategic echelon was to mount a general counteroffensive in conjunction with counterattacks and counterstrokes organized and conducted by the four forward operating fronts. However, since neither the forward military districts nor the five mobilizing reserve armies had completed their deployments in accordance with their mobilization and deployment plans by 22 June, the Barbarossa invasion caught the Soviet Union’s political and military leaders totally by surprise.13 The invasion also caught the Red Army in a transitional period, when the so-called Timoshenko reforms, which Stalin had instituted in the wake of the embarrassing Soviet-Finnish War of 1939-40, were only half complete, and it was not able to implement its mobilization and defense plan effectively. Exacerbating the situation, Stalin had fundamentally misjudged the strategic situation, and, since senior generals followed Stalin’s instructions to the letter, Soviet war planners concentrated the forces of the Red Army’s first strategic echelon too far forward and in areas vulnerable to quick envelopment, such as the Belostok salient. Worse still, since these planners expected the Germans to conduct their main attack south of the Pripiat’ Marshes, they concentrated the Red Army’s strongest forces along the southwestern axis. As a result, the offensive by the bulk of the Wehrmacht’s panzer and motorized forces further to the north left the Red Army totally off balance and conditioned to disastrous defeat.

Opposing Forces

Even though its stunning victories in 1939 and 1940 made it seem as if the Wehrmacht was at the height of its power in June 1941, it was by no means invincible. The German officer corps had traditionally prided itself on its doctrine, a unity of training and thought that allowed junior officers to exercise initiative because they understood their commander’s intentions and knew how their peers in adjacent units would react to the same situation. Although disagreements about the correct employment of armor had disrupted doctrinal unity in the mid-1930s, subsequent victories vindicated the faith of a minority of younger German theorists in mechanized warfare. The Wehrmacht’s panzer arm, supported effectively by a blanket of Luftwaffe assault aircraft, primarily Ju-87 Stukas, clearly demonstrated that massed mobile, offensive power could penetrate enemy’s defenses in narrow front sectors, exploit deep into his rear area to disrupt his logistics and command and control, and encircle large enemy forces. While follow-on infantry destroyed the encircled forces, the panzers then continued to exploit success deep into the enemy’s operational or strategic rear.

In practice, however, earlier campaigns also demonstrated that some enemy forces could escape from these encirclements if the follow-on German infantry failed to advance quickly enough to keep up with the panzers and seal the encirclement. This frequently occurred because the German Army never had enough motor vehicles to equip more than a small portion of its infantry troops. Instead, the vast majority of the German Army throughout the Second World War consisted of foot-mobile infantry and horse-drawn artillery and supplies, which often forced the Army’s panzer and motorized spearheads to pause while their supporting units caught up by forced marches.

Since panzer forces were vital to the implementation of German offensive doctrine, Hitler created even more of them prior to Operation Barbarossa by reducing the number of tanks in existing and new panzer divisions. For example, on paper the 1941 panzer divisions consisted of two to three tank battalions each, with an authorized strength of 150 to 202 tanks per division. In practice, however, many these divisions averaged 125 operational tanks apiece, and many of their tanks were under-gunned and virtually obsolete.

At the time, most German panzer divisions were equipped with a mixture of the Pz. (Mark) I and Pz. (Mark) II light tanks, Pz. (Mark) III, and Pz. (Mark) IV medium tanks, and Pz. Befehl (command) tanks, plus Pz. 38t Czech-built medium tanks, with 37mm main guns, as substitutes for Pz. III models in many divisions. However, the light and command tanks, which constituted as much as one third of the divisions’ combat strength, were seriously under-gunned (with machine-guns and 20mm main guns) and, therefore, unable to contend with new model Red Army tanks such as the T-34 and KV. On the other hand, although the dependable second-generation Pz. III and Pz. IV tanks were more than a match for the older Soviet tanks, such as the T-26 light, T-8 medium, and T-35 heavy models, even they experienced difficulty destroying T-34 and KV-1 and 2 tanks. In 1941 Germany was in the process of re-arming all Pz. III’s with a medium-velocity 50mm main gun, while the Pz IV’s still retained a low-velocity 75mm gun. The velocity of these weapons was at least as important as the size of the shell because high velocity was necessary for effective armor penetration. Neither German weapon could penetrate the thick frontal armor of the T-34 medium tanks and KV-1 heavy tanks that were just coming off the assembly lines in Russia.

In addition, the panzer division included five infantry battalions, four truck-mounted and one on motorcycles. Few of these motorized infantry units were equipped with armored personnel carriers; hence they inevitably suffered higher casualties. The panzer division, which also included armored reconnaissance and armored engineer battalions and three armored artillery battalions equipped with guns towed behind trucks or tractors, and communications, antitank, and antiaircraft units, totaled roughly 17,000 men. The slightly smaller motorized infantry divisions consisted of one tank battalion with roughly 30 tanks or assault guns, seven motorized infantry battalions, and three or four artillery battalions.14 The organization of the first four Waffen [combat] SS [Schutzstaffel – Hitler’s personal bodyguard] divisions was identical to that of regular army motorized infantry divisions, although they later evolved into lavishly-equipped panzer divisions. The 1941 motorized (panzer) corps consisted of two panzer divisions and one motorized infantry division, and two to four of these motorized corps formed a panzer group. During the battle for Smolensk and latter stages of Operation Barbarossa, several panzer groups were augmented by the addition of army (infantry) corps and renamed panzer armies.

Since German operations in 1939 and 1940 were predominantly offensive, the German Army based its defensive doctrine largely on 1918 practices. Defending infantry relied on deep and elaborate prepared defenses, kept the bulk of forces in reserve, and relied on elastic defense and rapid counterattacks to defeat the attacker. Defensive doctrine rested on three assumptions, all of which proved invalid in Russia. The assumptions were that sufficient infantry would exist to establish defenses in depth, the enemy would make his main attack with dismounted infantry, and German commanders would be allowed to choose where to defend and be permitted to defend flexibly as the situation required. The typical German infantry division consisted of three regiments of three infantry battalions each plus four horse-drawn artillery regiments, for an overall strength of 15,000 men. Since the division’s principal infantry antitank weapon, the 37mm antitank gun, had already proven inadequate against French and British heavy armor, infantry divisions had to employ their 100mm or 105mm medium artillery battalion and the famous 88mm antiaircraft guns against enemy tanks.15

The German Luftwaffe (Air Force) shared in the German Army’s lofty reputation. The 2,770 Luftwaffe aircraft deployed to support Barbarossa represented 65 per cent of Germany’s first-line strength.16 Although the Messerschmidt Bf-109f fighter was a superb aircraft, other German models were rapidly approaching obsolescence. The famous Ju-87 Stuka dive bomber could survive only when the enemy air force was helpless and the Dornier-17 and Ju-88, Germany’s primary bombers, and the versatile Ju-52 transport were inadequate both in range and load (bomb) capacity. Since German industry had not made up for losses during the Battle of Britain, Germany actually had 200 fewer bombers in 1941 than it had possessed the previous spring.17 Given these shortages and the requirement to operate from improvised forward airfields, it was exceedingly difficult for German pilots to provide effective air superiority or offensive air strikes over the vast expanse of European Russia. In short, the Luftwaffe was primarily a tactical air force, capable of supporting short-term ground offensive operations but not a deep and effective air campaign.

Germany’s greatest weaknesses lay in the logistical realm. Only 40,000 miles of hard-surfaced, all-weather roads and 51,000 miles of railroads spanned the vast Soviet Union, and the railroads were of a wider gauge than those found in Germany. Even though they frantically converted captured railroad lines to Western gauge as they advanced, German logistical organs had to transfer most of their supplies forward employing whatever Soviet-gauge rolling stock they could capture. The same applied to vital railroad bridges, which often required long periods of time to repair and whose repair severely impeded adequate resupply of panzer and infantry forces alike.

Nor did the German panzer and motorized divisions possess adequate maintenance capacity for a long campaign. The mechanical complexity of the tanks and armored personnel carriers, coupled with numerous models with mutually incompatible parts, confounded the German supply and maintenance system. Complicating matters, earlier campaigns had depleted stocks of repair parts, and trained maintenance personnel were also in short supply. Therefore, combined with fiercer than anticipated Red Army resistance, it was no wonder that German Blitzkrieg had lost much of its sharp armored tip by late 1941.

Perhaps Germany’s most fundamental logistical vulnerability was the fact that it had not mobilized its economy for war. Severe shortages of petroleum and other raw materials limited German production and transportation throughout the war. This problem was exacerbated by the weak communications network in the Soviet Union, which often prevented timely resupply of German panzer and motorized forces with essential fuel and ammunitions stocks. Manpower for the German industrial economy was also a problem. Because of the Wehrmacht’s mobilization requirements, German industry was already dependent on three million foreign workers by June 1941, and this labor shortage became more acute with each new draft of conscripts for the army.

As in the previous campaigns, for these and other reasons, Hitler was banking on a quick victory rather than preparing for a prolonged struggle. In fact, he was already looking beyond the 1941 campaign, planning to create new mechanized and air formations for follow-on operations in North Africa and Asia Minor. Hitler dedicated virtually all of German new weapons production to such future plans, leaving the forces in the east chronically short of materiel. Therefore, the Wehrmacht had to win a quick victory or none at all.18

Despite its imposing size and paper strength, the Red Army was actually in serious disarray in June 1941. It was attempting to implement a defensive strategy with operational concepts based on the offensive deep battle [glubokii boi] and the deep operations [glubokaia operatsiia] theory developed in the 1930s to the detriment of effective defense at the operational (army) level. In addition, it was attempting to expand, reorganize, reequip, and reform its Armed Forces, simultaneously, in the wake the Red Army’s abysmally poor performance in Poland (1939) and the 1939-1940 Finnish War. Thus, the so-called Timoshenko reform program, which was to create a large and more effective Red Army with an armored nucleus of 29 powerful mechanized corps by the summer of 1942, was only half completed by June 1941. Complicating matters, Stalin’s military purges, which began in 1937 and were continuing when the Second World War began, produced a severe shortage of trained and experienced commanders and staff officers capable of implementing any concepts, offensive or defensive. In contrast to the German belief in subordinate initiative, the purges and other ideological and systemic constraints convinced Red Army officers that any show of independent judgment was hazardous to their personal health.19

The Red Army’s troops also suffered from the political requirement to defend every inch of the existing frontier while avoiding any provocation of the Germans. The Red Army had already largely abandoned and cannibalized their pre-September 1939 defenses (the so-called Stalin Line) along the former Polish-Soviet frontier and was now erecting new “fortified regions” in the western portions of the so-called “Special Military Districts.” Despite prodigious efforts, however, the new defenses were woefully incomplete when the Germans attacked, while the older Stalin Line of fixed defenses had been stripped of most of its forces and heavy weaponry. The bulk of the Red Army’s forward rifle forces were garrisoned as far as 80 kilometers east of the frontier, and the NKVD’s (Peoples’ Commissariat of Internal Affairs) border troops and scattered rifle elements manned frontier defenses alongside specialized fortified regions.

While the Red Army’s logistical system was in disarray, its soldiers were at least fighting on their own terrain. Even before the harsh Russian winter arrived, the Red Army’s soldiers demonstrated their ability to fight and survive with far fewer supplies than a typical Western soldier required. As German forces lunged ever deeper into European Russia, Soviet supply lines shortened, while German forces struggled with ever-lengthening lines of communication and with dealing with millions of prisoners and captured civilians. At the same time, the rapid German advance overran many of the Red Army’s logistical depots in the Western Soviet Union. In addition, since much of the Soviet Union’s vital defense industry was located west of Moscow, Soviet authorities had to evacuate 1,500 factories eastward to the Urals, often in near combat conditions, before German forces arrived. Although the evacuation effort was ultimately judged successful, the Soviets abandoned vital mineral resources and suffered enormous disruption of their wartime production in the process.

Organizationally, the Red Army’s structure reflected its doctrinal and leadership deficiencies. First, it lacked any equivalent to the panzer group or panzer army that was capable of conducting sustained deep operations into the enemy rear area. Its largest armored formation was the mechanized corps, a rigid structure that contrasted unfavorably with the more flexible German motorized corps. Formed hastily in late 1940 and still forming when war began, each mechanized corps contained two tank divisions, one motorized division, a motorcycle regiment, and a wide variety of logistical units. Since the former, which theoretically fielded 10,940 men and 375 tanks, was tank-heavy and lacked sufficient support, the mechanized corps also included a motorized division and various support units. At least on paper, each of the unwieldy mechanized corps totaled 36,080 men and 1,031 tanks.20 In addition, most mechanized corps were mal-deployed, occupying scattered garrisons with the corps’ divisions often up to 100 kilometers apart. Some of these corps were subordinated to the headquarters of armies, with the mission of conducting local counterattacks in support of their parent army’s rifle corps, while others were to conduct major counterstrokes under the control of fronts. This made it impossible for the corps to perform the decisive offensive operations required of them by the State Defense Plan.21

At least superficially, the Soviet rifle division, which was authorized 14,483 men organized into three rifle regiments of three battalions each plus two artillery regiments (one gun and one howitzer), a light tank battalion, and supporting services, was similar to the German infantry division. However, in reality, few of the rifle divisions fielded any tanks because the People’s Commissariat of Defense (NKO) had used them to equip its new mechanized corps. On paper, a Soviet rifle corps consisted of two-three rifle divisions, and a field army included three rifle corps (with three divisions each), one mechanized corps, several artillery regiments, and an antitank artillery brigade. In practice, however, the Red Army was woefully under-strength, with most divisions numbering 8,000-10,000 men or even less before the German onslaught.22 In late May 1941, the Soviet government attempted to remedy this problem by calling up 800,000 additional reservists in a covert training exercise (BUS – bol’shoi uchebnyi sbor) and accelerating the graduation of various military schools. Most of these additional personnel, however, had not yet joined their units when the attack came. In practice, most field armies mustered only six to ten divisions organized in two rifle corps, with an incomplete mechanized corps and little maintenance support.

In addition, beginning in April 1941, Stalin ordered a covert partial mobilization of the Red Army. Under the cloak of a so-called “special threatening military period,” Stalin mandated “creeping up to war,” by conducting a concealed strategic deployment of forces. In practice, this involved the mobilization of five armies (16th, 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd) in the Soviet Union’s internal military districts and their deployment forward to second strategic echelon positions along and behind the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers across the broad front extending from Polotsk in the north southward to the Kiev region. However, this partial mobilization was incomplete on 22 June and was finished in early July only after hostilities had commenced.23

Thus, although Germany possessed clear qualitative and even quantitative advantages over the Soviet Union in a short struggle, if its first onslaught failed to knock out the Red Army west of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, the Soviet Union was capable of overwhelming Germany in the long term. In the first place, but unrecognized by the over-confident Germans, the Soviets had sizeable forces available in the internal military districts and Far East and an immense mobilization potential. In addition, the Red Army was beginning to field a new generations of weaponry, including multiple rocket launchers (the famous Katiushas) and new tanks (T-34 medium and KV heavy models) that were markedly superior to all current and projected German vehicles.

The Red Air Force (Voenno-vozdushnikh sil – VVS) posed little immediate threat to the Luftwaffe, even though its approximate 19,533 aircraft, 7,133 of which were stationed in the western military districts, made it the largest air force in the world. Its equipment, however, like that of the Red Army, was obsolescent and suffering from prolonged use. The Great Purge had struck aircraft manufacturers and designers as well as military commanders, ending the previous Soviet lead in aeronautics.24 Newer types of aircraft, such as the swift MiG-3 fighter and the excellent Il-2 Shturmovik ground attack airplane, which were, in some ways, superior to their German counterparts, were just entering service in spring 1941, leaving the Air Force with a mixture of old and new equipment. Transition training to qualify pilots to fly these new aircraft lagged since Air Force commanders feared that any training accidents would lead to their arrest for “sabotage.”25 When Operation Barbarossa began, many Soviet fighter pilots in the forward area had as few as four hours’ experience in their aircraft. The changeover to new equipment was so confused that numerous Soviet pilots had not become familiar with the appearance of new Soviet bombers and erroneously fired on their own aircraft on 22 June.

Doctrinal concepts for the employment of massed air power expressed by A. N. Lapchinsky, the “Russian Douhet,” the occupation of eastern Poland in 1939, and Soviet successes in the air during combat against Japan and Finland in 1939 and 1940 generated a false sense of superiority among many senior aviation officers. In the event of war, they expected to launch a massive air offensive from the new territories. However, relatively few airfields in the forward area were operational, with many being torn up for expansion in the spring of 1941, and the few that were lacked revetments and antiaircraft defenses to protect the crowded parking aprons. The VVS was also plagued by disunity of command and severe command turbulence. Some air divisions supported specific ground armies or fronts, others were directly subordinate to the Red Army General Staff, and still others were dedicated to the regional air defense of the homeland (PVO Strany). In the context of the chaotic opening campaign, where tenuous communications and chains of command evaporated, such divisions made it difficult to bring coordinated air power to bear at key points. Nor did most Soviet aircraft have radios in 1941. Further complicating matters, Stalin’s purges liquidated three successive Air Force commanders and many other senior officers, and the rippling effect of promotions left inexperienced officers in command at all levels. Few of these officers were capable of correcting the VVS’s overly rigid and essentially outdated tactics.26

The Border Battles, 22 June–5 July

Nowhere was the destruction produced by Operation Barbarossa more readily apparent and total than in the sector north of the Pripiat’ Marshes, where the Wehrmacht made its main attack with Bock’s Army Group Center.27 The army group’s initial mission was to penetrate Soviet defenses on both flanks of the Belostok salient, advance along the Minsk-Smolensk axis, and envelop, encircle, and destroy Red Army forces in the Minsk region west of the Dnepr River. Subsequently, it was to “achieve the prerequisites for cooperating with Army Group North…with the objective of destroying enemy forces in the Baltic region and proceeding to Moscow.”28

See Map 1. The Border Battles, 22 June-7 July 1941

Bock’s army group consisted of Colonel General Adolf Strauss’s Ninth and Field Marshal Günther von Kluge’s Fourth Armies and Colonel General Herman Hoth’s Third and Colonel General Heinz Guderian’s Second Panzer Groups.29 The Third Panzer Group included General of Panzer Troops Rudolf Schmidt’s XXXXIX and General of Panzer Troops Adolf Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps, cooperating with Colonel General Richard Ruoff’s V and General of Engineers Otto-Wilhelm Förster’s VI Army Corps. Hoth’s panzer group was to advance eastward through Vilnius, north of the Belostok salient, and then wheel southeastward to reach Minsk. The Second Panzer Group consisted of General of Panzer Troops Heinrich-Gottfried von Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI, General of Panzer Troops Joachim Lemelsen’s XXXXVII, and General of Panzer Troops Leo Dietrich Freiherr [Baron] Geyr von Schweppenburg’s XXIV Motorized Corps, cooperating with General of Infantry Walter Schroth’s XII Army Corps. Guderian’s panzer group was to attack eastward across the Bug River from south of Brest, advance eastward through Slonim and Baranovichi, and then turn northeastward to link up with the forces of Hoth’s panzer group at Minsk.

Field Marshal Albert Kesselring’s Second Air Fleet [Luftflotte], with 1,500 aircraft, more than half of the total 2,770 aircraft committed to Operation Barbarossa, provided Bock with air support. Finally, Colonel General Maximilian Reichsfreiherr [Reich Baron] von und zu Weichs an der Glon’s Second Army was in OKH [Oberkommando des Heeres – Army High Command] reserve, with orders to prepare to deploy forward at the boundary between Army Groups Center and South.

Opposing Army Group Center, Army General Dmitrii Grigor’evich Pavlov’s Western Special Military District, which became the Western Front the moment war began, was to deploy in a single echelon formation when war began, with three armies forward and the field headquarters of Lieutenant General Petr Mikhailovich Filatov’s 13th Army far to the rear.30 Lieutenant General Konstantin Dmitrievich Golubev’s 10th Army, supported by Major General Mikhail Georgievich Khatskilevich’s powerful 6th and Major General Petr Nikolaevich Akhliustin’s virtually tank-less 13th Mechanized Corps, was to defend the apex and immediate flanks of the Belostok salient. Lieutenant General Aleksander Andreevich Korobkov’s 4th Army, with Major General Stepan Il’ich Oborin’s 14th Mechanized Corps, was to deploy on 10th Army’s left flank, and Lieutenant General Vasilii Ivanovich Kuznetsov’s 3rd Army, supported by Major General Dmitrii Karpovich Mostovenko’s 11th Mechanized Corps, was to deploy on 10th Army’s right. The Western Special Military District’s reserve consisted of Major General Mikhail Petrovich Petrov’s 17th Mechanized Corps, which was stationed near Slonim, and Major General Andrei Grigor’evich Nikitin’s 20th Mechanized Corps and Major General Aleksei Semenovich Zhadov’s 4th Airborne Corps, which were stationed in the vicinity of Minsk.
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Map 1. The Border Battles, 22 June-7 July 1941.





Faced with Bock’s onslaught on 22 June, which was preceded by a blanket of Luftwaffe air strikes that decimated Pavlov’s air force at its airfields before its aircraft could leave the ground, the Western Front’s command and control organs suffered immediate and almost total paralysis. The headquarters of Korobkov’s 4th Army was never able to establish reliable communications with headquarters above and below it. Even though Kuznetsov’s 3rd and Golubev’s 10th Armies maintained tenuous radio communications with Pavlov’s headquarters, they were hardly more functional as command elements. On the first day of the war, on Pavlov’s order, his deputy, Lieutenant General Ivan Vasil’evich Boldin, flew through a swarm of hostile German aircraft to 10th Army’s headquarters outside of Belostok with orders to organize a strong counterstroke to halt the German offensive. Golubev’s headquarters consisted of two tents in a small copse of wood alongside an airstrip, where the army’s commander was attempting to counter the German invasion despite shattered telephones, constant radio jamming, and total confusion caused by multiple teams of German Abwehr [counterintelligence] troops operating in his rear area. Through Boldin, Golubev tried in vain to launch a counterstroke on 23 June with his strong but scattered mechanized corps in accordance with prewar plans, but within days 10th Army ceased to exist except as fugitives seeking to break out of German encirclements.31

Besides the sheer force and speedy advance of the vastly superior German forces, the greatest difficulty the Soviet defenders experienced was lack of virtually any information about the current situation at the front. The reality was far worse than anyone in Moscow believed, resulting in a series of impossible orders to counterattack with formations and units that had ceased to exist. For example, at 2115 hours on the evening of 22 June, Stalin and Timoshenko issued NKO Directive No. 3, which ordered its three fronts in the border region to conduct a general counteroffensive against the Germans. During the next several days, they stubbornly insisted the forward fronts implement this directive.32 In many cases subordinate commanders passed on these orders even though they knew the real situation, simply because those subordinates feared retribution for refusing to obey. After several days, however, the enormity of the initial defeat became obvious to all. Even then, however, the Red Army General Staff in Moscow was hard pressed to get accurate, timely reports from the front. Staff officers were sent out to patrol the forward area and report back each evening. On numerous occasions the staffs simply used telephones to call local Communist Party chiefs in various villages and collectives to determine the extent of the German advance.

On Army Group Center’s left wing, Hoth’s Third Panzer Group struck eastward along the vulnerable boundary line between the Northwestern and Western Fronts, easily outflanking the latter’s 3rd Army, and reached the Lithuanian city of Vilnius by the evening of 23 June.33 Although badly rattled, on 24 June Pavlov once again urged his deputy, Boldin, to attempt to organize a counterstroke in accordance with DP-41. Assigning Boldin nominal control of Khatskilevich’s 6th and Mostovenko’s 11th Mechanized, as well as Major General Ivan Semenovich Nikitin’s 6th Cavalry Corps, he ordered the forces of the three mobile corps to mount a concerted attack northward from the Belostok region towards Grodno to prevent the exposed Soviet forces in the northern half of the Belostok salient from being encircled. Lacking effective communications, air cover, logistical support, and sufficient modern tanks, Boldin’s effort was doomed from the start.34 The few tanks, cavalry, and infantry that survived the gauntlet of intimidating air strikes arrived in the Grodno region long after Hoth’s panzers had raced eastward toward Vilnius and fell victim to devastating infantry ambush and antitank fire from German Ninth Army’s advancing V Army Corps. By the end of 25 June, 6th Cavalry Corps had suffered over 50 per cent casualties (mostly from air attack), the corps’ commander, Nikitin, was captured, and one tank division was already out of ammunition. Another tank division could muster only three tanks, 12 armored carriers, and 40 trucks.

Although Boldin’s futile effort did permit many Red Army units to escape from the Belostok area eastward toward Minsk, the relief was only temporary. Hoth’s panzer group raced past Vilnius toward Minsk on the Western Front’s northern flank and, at the same time, Guderian’s Second Panzer Group penetrated Soviet defenses south of Brest and advanced precipitously toward Minsk on Pavlov’s southern flank.35 Faced with impending envelopment, Pavlov had no choice but to pull back but was in no position to do so in orderly fashion. Nevertheless, he attempted to orchestrate a general disengagement to new defenses behind the Shchara River at Slonim on the night of 25-26 June. However, the few units that actually received the orders to withdraw were not able to break contact. Having already lost much of their fuel, motor transport, and air support, Pavlov’s distraught forces withdrew eastward in disarray, on foot and under constant German air attack.36 To the east, advancing German armored spearheads ambushed the headquarters of Filatov’s 13th Army, Pavlov’s second echelon army, which was in the process of deploying its scattered divisions forward, and captured classified reports describing Soviet defense plans.37

Since German aircraft had destroyed most of the bridges across the Shchara River, most of Golubev’s 10th Army was not able to cross the river. In a virtual state of panic, on 26 June Pavlov reported to Moscow that “up to 1,000 tanks [of Third Panzer Group] are enveloping Minsk from the northwest; …there is no way to oppose them.”38 In desperation, he then ordered his reserve, A. G. Nikitin’s 20th Mechanized and Major General Aleksei Semenovich Zhadov’s 4th Airborne Corps, to conduct a joint air-assault and ground operation to halt advancing German forces at Slutsk, but this effort too failed.39 By 30 June, despite Pavlov’s frenetic measures, Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer groups had closed their pincers around a huge pocket west of Minsk containing virtually all of Pavlov’s totally disorganized 10th, 3rd, 4th, and most of the reserve 13th Army. The Western Front virtually ceased to exist as an organized force. Within a month, Stalin tried and executed Pavlov, his chief of staff, Lieutenant General V. E. Klimovskikh, Korobkov, the commander of 4th Army, and several other senior officers on charges of “criminal behavior in the face of the enemy.”40 Pavlov’s immediate successor as commander of the Western Front, Marshal of the-Soviet Union Semen Konstantinovich Timoshenko, had no time to organize defenses along the Berezina River east of Minsk, and the German armored juggernaut pushed rapidly forward across the Berezina River toward the Dnepr River in early July.

In eighteen days of combat, Bock’s Army Group Center advanced 600 kilometers to the approaches to the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, occupied all of Belorussia, and inflicted 417, 790 casualties on the Western Front, including 341,073 soldiers killed, captured, or missing. In addition, the Western Front lost 4,799 tanks, many of which simply ran out of fuel, 9,427 guns and mortars, and 1,777 combat aircraft, most of these destroyed at their airfields on the ground.41 In essence, at least along the Western strategic axis, Army Group Center’s powerful juggernaut fulfilled the mission assigned to it by the Barbarossa Plan by utterly shattering and destroying much of the Red Army’s first strategic echelon west of the Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. In accordance with Plan Barbarossa’s preeminent assumption, Hitler and most in the German High Command considered the war as won.

Despite the dramatic German success in this first fantastic encirclement, there were vexing flaws in the German victory. Because the advancing Germans were not able to assemble forces necessary to seal off the encircled Red Army forces hermetically, large numbers of Red Army soldiers escaped, leaving their heavy equipment behind. Afraid that his panzer groups would advance too far too fast, Hitler ordered them to pause while his infantry eliminated the encirclement. This hesitation, in turn, prompted the first of many debates that would ensue in Germans command channels regarding how the campaign should be conducted. Fearing that conservative hesitation would permit the Red Army to regroup, Colonel General Franz Halder, the chief of the OKH, hoped that Guderian would continue the advance with his Second Panzer Group on his own initiative! The prescient Halder also noted that many Red Army troops were fighting to the death, and that German intelligence was incorrectly identifying many large Red Army formations.42 All of this boded ill for the future.





Chapter 2

Army Group Center’s Advance to the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and the Western Front’s Counterstroke at Lepel’, 2–9 July 1941

German Command Decisions

By design, Operation Barbarossa was to be a Blitzkrieg campaign modeled after the Wehrmacht’s previous lightning campaigns in Poland, France, and the Balkans. Specifically, the campaign’s duration was to be measured in a time span of weeks, during which the OKH expected the German Army to achieve a, by now, familiar series of double-envelopment encirclements to annihilate the defending Red Army forces before they could withdraw further into the interior and reorganize their defenses. By the skillful maneuver of his panzer groups, Bock’s Army Group Center had accomplished this classical pattern of destructive maneuver brilliantly during the battles for Belostok and Minsk, by doing so, liquidating the Western Front’s first echelon armies and savaging the Stavka’s first strategic echelon, whose mission was to defend the border region. As a result, Bock’s army group seized most of the Soviet republic of Belorussia with relative ease.

Bock’s signal victory in the center of the vast Soviet-German front produced a state of euphoria in the OKW and OKH. Even the sober-minded Colonel General Franz Halder, the chief of staff of the Army (OKH), was carried away by this wave of optimism, stating:


The objective to shatter the bulk of the Russian Army this [western] side of the Dvina and Dnepr [Rivers] has been accomplished…. east of [these rivers], we would encounter nothing more than partial forces… Thus, it is probably no exaggeration to say that the campaign against Russia has been won within a fortnight [two weeks].1



Hitler himself was convinced that the Russians, for all practical purposes, had already lost the war.2 It was therefore not surprising that, during the weeks that followed, Hitler laid out ever more grandiose plans for the conquest of the Near and Middle East and North Africa, the political and economic administration of European Russia, a fundamental reshuffling of German war production, and even the reorganization of the army after the completion of Barbarossa.3

In retrospect, however, such flights of fancy should have been viewed against the hard reality of the battlefields in the East. For example, Army Groups North and South had failed to match the success of Army Group Center. Owing to a shortage of armored forces, the OKH’s planners had been compelled to settle for conducting single-envelopments in the northern and southern sectors of the Eastern Front in the hope such a strategy would succeed. However, what had seemed feasible on the drawing board had failed in the field. This fundamental flaw in the concept and execution of the border battles was far more serious than the OKH and Hitler realized at the time because it also provided the Soviets with another chance to organize the defense of their heartland with a second echelon of armies and thus gain the time to mobilize the people and the vast resources of the Soviet Union.

After the border battles ended, the OKH’s plan for conducting the second phase of Operation Barbarossa required Bock’s army group to cross the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, capture the land-bridge extending from Vitebsk and Orsha in the west to Smolensk in the east, which meant his army group had to break through the so-called Stalin Line, and continue its advance toward Moscow. If Bock’s army group was to accomplish these missions effectively and according to plan, it was obvious it needed to retain the two panzer groups. However, since neither Army Group North nor Army Group South been able to accomplish their missions with their single panzer groups, and there were no other reserves available, if the two army groups were to receive necessary armored reinforcements, they would have to come from Army Group Center. Therefore, the most critical and vexing questions Hitler and the OKH faced during the first week of July were, “What was to be done next?” and “Where would they employ Bock’s panzer groups?” Although neither Hitler nor the OKH could answer these questions definitely, they had two clear choices. First, they could leave the two panzer groups with Bock’s Army Group Center and order his army group to strike out eastward to Moscow. Second, they could divert some or all of Bock’s armor to the north or south to permit Army Groups North and South to achieve their missions. Hitler admitted this decision would be the most important he would make during the campaign, and, echoing his master, Lieutenant General Alfred Jodl, the OKW’s Chief of Operations, told Field Marshal Walter von Brauchitsch, the commander-in-chief of the Army, it would be the most important decision of the entire war.4 Meanwhile, as Hitler was agonizing over the future course of operations, Stalin and his colleagues in the Stavka were frantically mobilizing the Soviet Union’s full strength in the expectation of a long, protracted, and bloody conflict.

The Situation in Early July

In a shockingly brief period of less than ten days, Bock’s Army Group Center had irreparably smashed the Western Front’s border defenses along the Brest, Minsk, and Smolensk axis, destroying its 3rd, 4th, and 10th Armies outright in encirclements at Belostok and Minsk, seriously damaging its 13th Army, and forcing the remnants of these armies to withdraw ignominiously to new defenses at varying depths to the rear. Exploiting a combination of surprise, experienced and skilled leadership, and local superiority, Bock’s army group had scored a spectacular and massive initial victory, which would have been strategically decisive anywhere else in Europe. However, neither Leeb’s Army Group North nor Rundstedt’s Army Group South had matched Bock’s accomplishments. Although Leeb’s army group had succeeded in smashing the Soviet Northwestern Front’s defenses, decimating many of its forces and forcing its remnants to withdraw in disorder to the Western Dvina River southeast of Riga, reinforcements dispatched by the Stavka enabled the front to organize credible resistance and conduct strong counterattacks along the Dvina River line. Likewise, to the south Rundstedt’s Army Group South had managed to pierce and shatter the Southwestern Front’s defenses along the Kiev axis only to encounter a massive and fierce if uncoordinated counteroffensive by multiple mechanized corps directed by Zhukov himself in the Dubno and Brody regions. Although Army Group South’s First Panzer Group had defeated and destroyed many of the attacking Soviet tank formations, the fighting indicated that a subsequent advance on Kiev would be no “cakewalk.”

Thus, the only place during the first phase of Operation Barbarossa where the Wehrmacht was able to encircle and destroy the bulk of the opposing Soviet forces in accordance with the Barbarossa Plan was in the sector of Bock’s Army Group Center. And since Bock’s victory opened the way for a direct thrust across the Dnepr to Smolensk and Moscow beyond, depending on perspective, the defense or capture of the Soviet capital became symbolic for both powerful adversaries locked in this life or death struggle.5

By 6 July Bock’s Army Group Center had driven more than 400 kilometers into the Soviet Union, the equivalent of a march from the German border to Paris. However, since this advance represented only one third of the distance from the border to Moscow, it was only the first step along the long road to the Soviet capital. The second step would propel the army group across the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers to their objective, the strategically vital Vitebsk-Orsha-Smolensk triangle. However, as the army group prepared to take this second step, the OKH had planned only Barbarossa’s second phase, but nothing more.

Ironically, despite its rapid advance and overwhelming successes, at this juncture Army Group Center found itself in a difficult situation, in part because of those very successes. The vastness of its zone of operations, which was about 420 kilometers wide and 400 kilometers deep, measured from the border to the Berezina River, was comparable in size to Florida or post-World War II West Germany. This challenge was aggravated by the almost total absence of trafficable roads, a scarcity of rail communications, and warning signs of a beginning shortage of troops, all of which were portents of future difficulties.

Of more immediate concern to Army Group Center was the problem of resolving the twin dual missions of completing its encirclement battle west of Minsk, while, at the same time, continuing its eastward drive. Ideally, as well as naturally, the former task fell to the infantry corps of Kluge’s Fourth and Strauss’s Ninth Armies, while the latter became the responsibility of Hoth’s Third and Guderian’s Second Panzer Groups. In practice, however, this neat scheme would not work because the immense Belostok and Minsk encirclements had evolved into two massive pockets, each requiring reduction. While thinly spread panzer forces contained the easternmost pocket, the bulk of Kluge’s and Strauss’s infantry were still dealing with the other pockets. If anything, the panzer forces needed to close ranks further to prevent large-scale escapes by the encircled Soviet forces before the panzers could regroup and resume the offensive eastward.

From the Führer headquarters down the chain of command, the awareness grew that great distances still had to be covered, and time was limited. Every day spent on the efforts at Belostok and Minsk delayed the advance to the east and accorded the Soviets a breathing spell they could use to construct and reinforce a new defense line. German air reconnaissance already was reporting large-scale Soviet troop movements by road and rail toward Smolensk, and radio intercepts revealed the presence of Marshals Voroshilov and Timoshenko at the front. To Bock this meant that his opponent was “establishing a new line along the Dnepr and the gateway of Smolensk,” and, as a result, he would undoubtedly have a serious fight on his hands as he conducted the second phase of his offensive.6

Even before the first week of the campaign was over, the OKH and Bock’s Army Group Center had begun worrying about how to manage the upcoming battles. Since both Halder and Bock realized the encirclement maneuver around the Soviet 3rd, 4th, 10th, and 13th Armies was creating a massive tangle of units, which was bound to interfere with an orderly transition between the campaign’s first and second phases, both also understood they could not expect the infantry corps to keep up with the panzer forces’ pace, a circumstance affecting the neighboring army groups as well, although to a lesser extent. In short, the infantry and panzer divisions could no longer be bound together in mutually supporting roles. Thus, battlefield realities and the principles of time and space compelled the OKH and Bock to alter their command and control arrangements during the next phase of the campaign so they could control the army group’s forces effectively.

Brauchitsch had brought up this matter to Bock as early as 26 June during a visit to the latter’s headquarters at Rembertov outside of Warsaw. Citing the 1940 campaign in France as precedent, Brauchitsch wanted to subordinate Hoth’s Third and Guderian’s Second Panzer Groups, as well as all of the infantry divisions of Fourth and Ninth Armies that could disengage from the encirclement battles around Belostok and Minsk, to Kluge’s Fourth Army. Kluge’s expanded army would then become the so-called Fourth Panzer Army. Thereafter, Weichs’s Second Army, which had yet to be committed, would perform the task of liquidating the encircled pockets with its own infantry division and those already doing so from Kluge’s former Fourth Army and Strauss’s Ninth Army. In effect, Brauchitsch recommended dividing Army Group Center into two groups, each with separate missions, leaving Bock with overall responsibility but also inserting yet another command echelon between the army group and its field armies.7

Bock, however, did not see the need for this reorganization, instead claiming the armies forming the two encirclement rings could best disentangle their forces themselves. Inserting Kluge’s headquarters between himself and the panzer groups was also incompatible with Bock’s style of personal command and, in his view, would inevitably slow down communications between headquarters. Although he did not do so, Bock could also have pointed out, since Kluge’s headquarters was organized to control an infantry army, it was poorly equipped to command and control panzer forces because it lacked adequate radio communications, cross-country mobility, and liaison aircraft necessary to fulfill its mission properly.8 In addition, the unpleasant specter of personality clashes between the equally strong-willed Kluge, Hoth, and especially Guderian seemed unavoidable. Indeed, Guderian threatened to resign if he had to serve under Kluge.

Most of all, Bock resented the fact his control might be diminished, or at least significantly diluted and complicated. Therefore, in a compromise solution, Bock consented to permit Kluge’s Fourth Army to command the two panzer groups, but no other large infantry formations, such as armies. Weichs’ Second Army would replace Kluge’s Fourth Army, and Ninth and Second Armies would be left with the task of tidying up the Belostok and Minsk pockets in line with Bock’s desires. This reorganization was to take effect at midnight 2-3 July.

Bock’s operational directive, which his army group issued on 1 July and should have been entitled “The Breakthrough toward Moscow,” codified these changes. In addition to the new command arrangements, the directive also wrestled with the dilemma posed by the necessity of performing two missions, the rapid advance toward Smolensk and Moscow and completing the tedious process of reducing the encirclements. Throughout the planning process, thoroughly confused German intelligence organs consistently underestimated the Red Army’s remaining strength and capabilities and erroneously assessed Soviet intent, not surprising given the enormity of the Red Army’s losses and the scarcity of fresh and accurate information concerning the Stavka’s strategic reserves. However, the Luftwaffe did detect large enemy troop concentrations along the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, which Bock promptly tried to disrupt before they became a reality. In addition, the OKH’s Fremde Heere Ost and Army Group Center’s Ic (intelligence section) estimated only about a dozen Soviet rifle divisions and possibly half a dozen tank units, supported by about 400-500 aircraft, primarily a mixed bag of obsolete and modern models, were operating opposite the army group. Always pessimistic, Halder thought the army group might still run into as many as 1,500 tanks.9

As of 4 July 1941, Bock’s army group consisted of 59 combat divisions (including 9 panzer, 5 motorized, and 1 cavalry), 1 training (Lehr) brigade (900th Motorized), and 1 regiment (SS Motorized Infantry “Grossdeutschland”), with a strength of roughly 430,000 men, supported by more than 1,000 tanks, 6,600 guns and mortars, and 1,500 combat aircraft. Of this force, 38 divisions were assigned to 15 first echelon army and motorized corps, and 28 divisions were operating along the forward edge.10

See Table 1

Table 1. Army Group Center’s Order of Battle (Schematische Kriegsgliederung), 4 July 1941
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Abbreviations:

Pz.G. – panzer group

AC – army corps

MotC – motorized (panzer) corps

ID – infantry division

PzD – panzer division

MotD – motorized division

CD – cavalry division

MotB – motorized brigade

IR – infantry regiment

Although the Western Front was in a severe state of disorder during the first week of July, and the Stavka’s reserve armies were only dribbling into place along the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, it is possible to develop a rough snapshot of its dispositions and strength by 4 July. By this time, Soviet archival records indicate that the Red Army was defending the approaches to the Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and the river lines themselves with the remnants the Western Front’s 4th Army and its second echelon 13th Army, backed up by 19th, 20th, 21st, 22nd, and 16th Armies of Marshal of the Soviet Union Semen Mikhailovich Budenny’s Group of Reserve Armies, which totaled 35 newly-formed divisions.11 Although Budenny’s forces had begun moving into the region as early as late May, they were not yet fully assembled by 4 July. Stalin had appointed Timoshenko command of the Western Front on 1 July in place of the hapless Pavlov and, at the same time, had transferred four of Budenny’s reserve armies, 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd, to Timoshenko’s front. A fifth reserve army, Lieutenant General Mikhail Fedorovich Lukin’s weak 16th Army, was just beginning to move into and defend Smolensk, the Germans’ next likely strategic target on their path from Minsk to Moscow.

Thus, by 4 July Timoshenko’s Western Front defended the so-called “Smolensk Gates” [Smolenskaia Vorot], the sector from the Western Dvina River in the north southward along the Dnepr River to the Rechitsa region, with the Western Front’s surviving 4th and 13th Armies and 16th, 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd Armies transferred to Western Front from Budenny’s Front of Reserve Armies. Timoshenko placed five of these armies (21st, 13th, 20th, 19th, and 22nd) deployed from left to right (south to north) in his front’s first echelon along the line of the Dnepr and Western Dvina Rivers and held the weakened 4th and newly-arrived 16th Armies in second echelon.

See Tables 2 and 3

Table 2. The Dispositions and Command Cadre of the Western Front’s Armies on 4 July 1941

First Echelon



	Army
	Commander
	Sector



	22nd
	Lieutenant General Filipp Afanas’evich Ershakov
	Idritsa-Polotsk



	19th
	Lieutenant General Ivan Stepanovich Konev
	Vitebsk



	20th
	Lieutenant General Pavel Alekseevich. Kurochkin
	Vitebsk-Orsha



	13th
	Lieutenant General Petr Mikhailovich Filatov, Lieutenant General Fedor Nikitich Remezov on 8 July
	Rogachev-Orsha



	21st
	Lieutenant General Vasilii Filippovich Gerasimenko, Colonel General Fedor Isidorovich Kuznetsov on 12 July, and Lieutenant General Mikhail Grigor’evich Efremov on 23 July
	Rechitsa-Rogachev




Second Echelon



	Army
	Commander
	Sector



	4th
	Colonel Leonid Mikhailovich Sandalov
	Withdrawing through 13th and 20th Armies



	16th
	Lieutenant General Mikhail Fedorovich Lukin
	Smolensk region




Table 3. The Organization and Command Cadre of the Western Front on 10 July 1941 (rifle, cavalry, tank, and mechanized formations and units)

Western Front – Marshal of the Soviet Union Semen Konstantinovich Timoshenko



	•
	4th Army – Colonel Leonid Mikhailovich Sandalov




♦ 28th Rifle Corps



	⋄
	6th Rifle Division



	⋄
	42nd Rifle Division



	⋄
	55th Rifle Division



	⋄
	143rd Rifle Division




♦ 47th Rifle Corps



	⋄
	121st Rifle Division



	⋄
	155th Rifle Division






	•
	13th Army – Lieutenant General Petr Mikhailovich Filatov, Lieutenant General Fedor Nikitich Remezov on 8 July, Lieutenant General Vasilii Filippovich Gerasimenko on 14 July, and Major General Konstantin Dmitrievich Golubev on 26 July




♦ 45th Rifle Corps



	⋄
	148th Rifle Division



	⋄
	187th Rifle Division




♦ 20th Rifle Corps



	⋄
	132nd Rifle Division



	⋄
	137th Rifle Division



	⋄
	160th Rifle Division




♦ 61st Rifle Corps



	⋄
	53rd Rifle Division



	⋄
	110th Rifle Division



	⋄
	172nd Rifle Division




♦ 4th Airborne Corps – Major General Aleksei Semenovich Zhadov



	⋄
	7th Airborne Brigade



	⋄
	8th Airborne Brigade




♦ 24th Rifle Division



	♦
	20th Mechanized Corps – Major General Andrei Grigor’evich Nikitin and Major General of Tank Forces Nikolai Denisovich Vedeneev on 13 July 1941






	⋄
	26th Tank Division – Major General Viktor Timofeevich Obukhov



	⋄
	38th Tank Division – Colonel Sergei Ivanovich Kapustin



	⋄
	210th Motorized Division – Kombrig Feofan Agapovich Parkhomenko






	•
	19th Army – Lieutenant General Ivan Stepanovich Konev




♦ 25th Rifle Corps



	⋄
	127th Rifle Division



	⋄
	134th Rifle Division



	⋄
	162nd Rifle Division




♦ 34th Rifle Corps



	⋄
	38th Rifle Division



	⋄
	129th Rifle Division



	⋄
	158th Rifle Division






	♦
	23rd Mechanized Corps – Major General Mikhail Akimovich Miasnikov






	⋄
	48th Tank Division – Colonel Dmitri Iakovlevich Iakovlev



	⋄
	51st Tank Division (to 31st Army on 10 July) – Colonel Grigorii Georgievich Chernov



	⋄
	57th Tank Division (assigned on 10 July but never joined the corps) – Colonel Vasilii Aleksandrovich Mishulin



	⋄
	220th Motorized Division – Major General Nikifor Gordeevich Khoruzhenko






	•
	20th Army – Lieutenant General Pavel Alekseevich. Kurochkin




♦ 69th Rifle Corps



	⋄
	153rd Rifle Division



	⋄
	229th Rifle Division



	⋄
	233rd Rifle Division




♦ 2nd Rifle Corps



	⋄
	100th Rifle Division



	⋄
	161st Rifle Division




♦ 18th Rifle Division

♦ 73rd Rifle Division

♦ 144th Rifle Division



	♦
	5th Mechanized Corps – Major General of Tank Forces Il’ia Prokof’evich Alekseenko






	⋄
	13th Tank Division – Colonel Fedor Ustinovich Grachev



	⋄
	17th Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Petrovich Korchagin



	⋄
	109th Motorized Division – Colonel Nikolai Ivanovich Sidorenko




♦ 1st Motorized Division – Colonel Iakov Grigor’evich Kreizer



	•
	21st Army – Lieutenant General Vasilii Filippovich Gerasimenko, Colonel General Fedor Isidorovich Kuznetsov on 12 July, and Lieutenant General Mikhail Grigor’evich Efremov on 23 July.




♦ 63rd Rifle Corps



	⋄
	61st Rifle Division



	⋄
	154th Rifle Division



	⋄
	167th Rifle Division





♦ 66th Rifle Corps



	⋄
	232nd Rifle Division




♦ 67th Rifle Corps



	⋄
	102nd Rifle Division



	⋄
	117th Rifle Division



	⋄
	151st Rifle Division




♦ 75th Rifle Division



	♦
	25th Mechanized Corps – Major General Semen Moiseevich Krivoshein






	⋄
	50th Tank Division – Colonel Boris Sergeevich Bakharov



	⋄
	55th Tank Division – Colonel Vasilii Mikhailovich Badanov



	⋄
	219th Motorized Division – Major General Pavel Petrovich Korzun






	•
	22nd Army – Lieutenant General Filipp Afanas’evich Ershakov




♦ 51st Rifle Corps



	⋄
	98th Rifle Division



	⋄
	112th Rifle Division



	⋄
	170th Rifle Division




♦ 62nd Rifle Corps



	⋄
	174th Rifle Division



	⋄
	179th Rifle Division



	⋄
	186th Rifle Division




♦ 50th Rifle Division

♦ 214th Rifle Division

♦ Separate tank battalion (48th Tank Division)



	•
	Front forces




♦ 44th Rifle Corps



	⋄
	17th Rifle Division



	⋄
	64th Rifle Division



	⋄
	108th Rifle Division




♦ 49th Rifle Division

♦ 61st Fortified Region

♦ 62nd Fortified Region

♦ 63rd Fortified Region

♦ 65th Fortified Region

♦ 66th Fortified Region

♦ 68th Fortified Region



	♦
	7th Mechanized Corps – Major General Vasilii Ivanovich Vinogradov






	⋄
	14th Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Dmitrievich Vasil’ev



	⋄
	18th Tank Division – Major General of Tank Forces Fedor Timofeevich Rezimov






	♦
	17th Mechanized Corps – Major General Mikhail Petrovich Petrov






	⋄
	27th Tank Division – Colonel Aleksei Osipovich Akhmanov



	⋄
	36th Tank Division – Colonel Sergei Zakharovich Miroshnikov



	⋄
	209th Motorized Division – Colonel Aleksei Il’ich Murav’ev




In accordance with the Soviet mobilization plan, which required the Red Army’s combined-arms armies be supported by mechanized corps, during the first half of July, the Stavka assigned six mechanized corps from the internal military districts to the Western Front to replace the mechanized corps destroyed during the border battles. These included 25th Mechanized Corps from the Khar’kov Military District, 23rd Mechanized Corps from the Orel Military District, 26th Mechanized Corps from the North Caucasus Military District (diverted from its initial assignment to the Southwestern Front), 27th Mechanized Corps from the Central Asian Military District, 5th Mechanized Corps from the Siberian Military District (also diverted from its initial assignment to the Southwestern Front), and 7th Mechanized Corps from the Moscow Military District. Ultimately, Timoshenko assigned 23rd Mechanized Corps to support 19th Army, 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps to support 20th Army, 25th Mechanized Corps to support 21st Army, 26th Mechanized Corps to support 24th Army, and 27th Mechanized Corps to support 28th Army. In addition, the Western Front included the remnants of two mechanized corps that survived the border battles, 17th Mechanized Corps, whose forces were allocated to 21st Army on 5 July, and 20th Mechanized Corps, which was later destroyed during the siege of Mogilev.

See Table 4 and Appendix A

Table 4. The Composition and Commanders of Mechanized Corps Supporting the Western Front in July 1941



	•
	5th Mechanized Corps (13th and 17th Tank and 109th Motorized Divisions) – Major General of Tank Forces Il’ia Prokof’evich Alekseenko.



	•
	7th Mechanized Corps (14th and 18th Tank and 1st Motorized Divisions) – Major General Vasilii Ivanovich Vinogradov



	•
	17th Mechanized Corps (27th and 36th Tank and 209th Motorized Divisions) – Major General Mikhail Petrovich Petrov



	•
	20th Mechanized Corps (26th and 38th Tank and 210th Motorized Divisions) – Major General Andrei Grigor’evich Nikitin and Major General of Tank Forces Nikolai Denisovich Vedeneev on 21 July 1941



	•
	23rd Mechanized Corps (48th and 51st Tank and 220th Motorized Divisions) – Major General Mikhail Akimovich Miasnikov



	•
	25th Mechanized Corps (50th and 55th Tank and 219th Motorized Divisions) – Major General Semen Moiseevich Krivoshein



	•
	26th Mechanized Corps (52nd and 56th Tank and 103rd Motorized Divisions) – Major General Nikolai Iakovlevich Kirichenko



	•
	27th Mechanized Corps (9th and 53rd Tank and 221st Motorized Divisions) – Major General Ivan Efimovich Petrov





Sources: Evgenii Drig, Mekhanizirovnnye korpusa RKKA v boiu: Istorii avtobronetankovykh voisk Krasnoi Armii v 1940-1941 godakh [The RKKA’s Mechanized Corps in Battle: A history of the auto-armored forces of the Red Army in 1940-1941] (Moscow: Transkniga, 2005), and Il’ia Moshchansky and Ivan Khokhlov, “Protivostoianie: Smolenskoe srazhenie, 10 iiulia-10 sentiabria 1941 goda, chast’ 1” [Confrontation: the Battle of Smolensk, 10 July-10 September 1941, part 1], in Voennaia letopis’ [Military chronicle], 3, 2003, 4-7.



Stalin’s decision to commit Budenny’s reserve armies to combat in so hasty a fashion indicated just how desperate the Stavka had become in light of the Wehrmacht’s surprising and unanticipated offensive success. The commitment of Budenny’s reserve armies to action prematurely and in piecemeal manner demonstrated that Stalin had abandoned any hope of employing them as a unified strategic counteroffensive force. After releasing its strategic reserves to Timoshenko’s Western Front, the Stavka had no choice but to raise and field new reserve armies to restore depth to its strategic defenses. It did so between 5 and 10 July by accelerating its mobilization program and deploying fresh reserve armies into two defensive lines being constructed between Smolensk and Moscow.

See Table 5.

Table 5. The Organization and Command Cadre of the Stavka’s Reserves on 10 July 1941 (rifle, cavalry, tank, and mechanized formations and units)

Stavka GK Reserves

Group of Stavka Reserve Armies



	•
	24th Army – Major General Stepan Andrianovich Kalinin.




♦ 52nd Rifle Corps



	⋄
	91st Rifle Division



	⋄
	133rd Rifle Division



	⋄
	166th Rifle Division




♦ 53rd Rifle Corps



	⋄
	19th Rifle Division



	⋄
	107th Rifle Division



	⋄
	178th Rifle Division



	⋄
	248th Rifle Division






	♦
	26th Mechanized Corps – Major General Nikolai Iakovlevich Kirichenko.






	⋄
	52nd Tank Division – Colonel Grigorii Mikhailovich Mikhailov.



	⋄
	56th Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Dmitrievich Illarionov.



	⋄
	103rd Motorized Division – Major General Grigorii Timofeevich Timofeev and Lieutenant Colonel V. P Sokolov on 22 July.






	•
	28th Army – Lieutenant General Vladimir Iakovlevich Kachalov.




♦ 30th Rifle Corps



	⋄
	89th Rifle Division



	⋄
	120th Rifle Division



	⋄
	149th Rifle Division




♦ 33rd Rifle Corps



	⋄
	145th Rifle Division



	⋄
	217th Rifle Division



	⋄
	222nd Rifle Division




♦ 27th Mechanized Corps – Major General Ivan Efimovich Petrov.



	⋄
	9th Tank Division – Colonel Vasilii Gerasimovich Burkov.



	⋄
	53rd Tank Division – Colonel Aleksei Stepanovich Beloglazov.



	⋄
	221st Motorized Division – Colonel Gersh Moiseevich Roitenberg.






	•
	31st Army – Major General Vasilii Nikitich Dolmatov (Dalmatov in some sources).




♦ 244th Rifle Division

♦ 246th Rifle Division

♦ 247th Rifle Division

♦ 249th Rifle Division

Separate Armies



	•
	3rd Army (headquarters) – Lieutenant General Vasilii Ivanovich Kuznetsov



	•
	16th Army – Lieutenant General Mikhail Fedorovich Lukin




♦ 32nd Rifle Corps



	⋄
	46th Rifle Division



	⋄
	152nd Rifle Division




♦ 57th Tank Division – Colonel Vasilii Aleksandrovich Mishulin



	•
	Separate formations and units




♦ 119th Rifle Division

♦ 272nd Rifle Division

♦ 194th Mountain Rifle Division

As it mobilized these new reserves, the Stavka concentrated 24th and 28th Armies, which had been the first two armies to be mobilized in wartime, into defensive positions in the Viaz’ma and Spas-Demensk regions east of Smolensk.12 Shortly thereafter, it raised 29th, 30th, 31st, 32nd, and 33rd Armies, which were formed using a nucleus of NKVD border-guards troops and people’s militia formations from the Moscow region, and ordered them to occupy defensive positions extending from Staraia Russa in the north southward to southeast of Viaz’ma. These armies formed a second defensive line protecting Moscow, behind the defenses established by 24th and 28th Armies.

While the Stavka prudently mobilized additional armies and deployed them in new defensive lines to protect Moscow, persistent deployment problems and the chaos produced by the rapid German advance prevented Timoshenko’s Western Front from establishing a firm and coherent defense along the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. Because of these problems, only 37 of Timoshenko’s 66 divisions succeeded in occupying their assigned defensive positions before the advancing German forces approached the two rivers, and only 24 of these divisions, with a total strength of roughly 275,000 men, 135 tanks, 2,116 guns, and 1,300 mortars, were able to man their first echelon defensive positions. Hence, discounting the Stavka’s reserves, when they arrived at the Dnepr River line, the forces of Bock’s Army Group Center outnumbered the Western Front’s defenders by more than 1.5 to 1 in infantry, 1.7 to 1 in artillery, and more than 7 to 1 in armor.13 However, subsequent Soviet commitment of all or parts of the reinforcing 5th, 7th, 23rd, 25th, 26th, and 27th Mechanized Corps, which fielded in excess of 2,000 armored vehicles, largely negated this initial German advantage.

By the first week of July, all of the defending Soviet armies and divisions were already experiencing severe shortages in tanks, communications, antitank weapons, and anti-aircraft guns, and a nervous Stavka was juggling the senior commander cadre of these forces on almost a daily basis. Making matters worse, the Stavka’s hasty mobilization program accorded its newly-formed armies and divisions, as well as their officers and troops, precious little opportunity to prepare for battle. As a result, many officers and soldiers subsequently proved to be unreliable in combat.

Still, often the advancing Germans had no knowledge of the existence of these forces until they bumped into them. The result was a series of poorly coordinated but intense struggles along the Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and in and around Smolensk that lasted from early July through early September 1941, struggles that ultimately stopped the German forces in their tracks for the first time in the war.

During the first week of July, while Army Group North’s Fourth Panzer Group was crossing the lower reaches of the Western Dvina River and advancing rapidly into Latvia, and Army Group South’s First Panzer Group was struggling to reach the western approaches to Kiev, Army Group Center’s Third and Second Panzer Groups raced forward virtually unimpeded to the western bank of the Dnepr River east of Minsk. Hoth’s panzer group marched on Polotsk and Vitebsk and Guderian’s on Bobruisk and Mogilev.

Bock’s concept of the operation initially required his army group to liquidate the Belostok and Minsk pockets with Weichs’ Second and Strauss’s Ninth Armies and then disentangle the two armies and organize them into a second echelon to support the panzer groups’ thrust to the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. Meanwhile, his army group’s main force and its spearheads, Kluge’s Fourth “Panzer” Army with its two panzer groups, were to jump off on 3 July “for the breakthrough toward Moscow.” Guderian’s Second Panzer Group, with Lemelsen’s XXXXVII and Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps advancing abreast from north to south, was to make the army group’s main effort in the south along the main highway via Borisov on the Berezina River to Smolensk, with his objectives on the high ground east of the town of Iartsevo, 50 kilometers east of Smolensk, and south of the city of El’nia, 80 kilometers southeast of Smolensk.

Simultaneously, Hoth’s Third Panzer Group, with Kuntzen’s LVII and Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps deployed from north to south, was to swing northeastward past the marshes along the Berezina River north of Borisov, cross the Western Dvina River at Polotsk and Vitebsk, and push forward to Beresnevo, Velizh, and the Iartsevo region with his main forces and further north to Nevel’ with a smaller element of his force. This offensive scheme, which projected the two panzer groups deeply forward along diverging axes, left the task of capturing the Vitebsk and Orsha land bridge to the infantry of Weichs’ Second and Strauss’s Ninth Armies, with the injunction they occupy this strategic sector as rapidly as they could by committing provisional motorized elements into the region as soon as possible.

Although Bock’s operational concept was simple, and similar concepts had worked well before, as Colonel Günther Blumentritt, Kluge’s Chief of Staff, noted, this was a new and different kind of war. The “style of the campaign in the West,” the Ninth Army’s staff concluded, would be infinitely more difficult to maintain in Russia.14 In a prophetic letter to his ally, Mussolini, even Hitler had begun to recognize the awesome strength and vast resources of the Soviet Union and the fanatical heroism of the Russian soldier, and concluded had he postponed his attack any longer, “We would have lost the war.”15 As if with one voice, those closest to the action along the fighting front would frequently comment on the rigors of the terrain and weather and the vast endlessness of Russia.

Therefore, a feeling of apprehension, if not outright foreboding, tempered the euphoria produced by the Wehrmacht’s initial victories. Yet the sheer magnitude of these victories misled even the sober and pedantic Halder, who went on record with the oft-quoted statement that the Army’s objective of destroying the bulk of the Red Army west of the Dvina-Dnepr line had been accomplished, and the adversary would no longer be in a position to interfere decisively with the German operation. Halder, however, was still disturbed about the wide-open spaces of Russia and the tenacity of her soldiers, obstacles he was certain would require many more weeks of intense battle to overcome, as he wrote on 3 July, “The sheer geographical vastness of the country and the stubbornness of the resistance, which is carried on by all means, will claim our efforts for many more weeks to come.”16 Conditioned to winning with a proven procedure, and reassured by past successes, senior German leaders still sensed a strange new phenomenon, only vaguely defined, which might upset the most carefully prepared plans.

This feeling of unease was most pronounced in the logistical realm. Although the Wehrmacht had yet to encounter any serious logistical problems, it was already clear that the army’s lines of communication were rapidly lengthening, and the rail and road network was deteriorating markedly the further its forces advanced into the depths of the prewar Soviet Union. Accustomed to European standards where a field army could expect to control at least one double-tracked rail line, when it lunged into the Soviet Union, Army Group Center found it had to depend on just one main rail line to support its three armies and two panzer groups. Despite working around the clock, by 1 July its railroad engineers managed to restore the Brest-Minsk line only as far as Baranovichi, a distance of 300 kilometers, with one track operational on German gauge and the other on wider Russian gauge. Laboring feverishly, the engineers were able to push the latter to Stolbtsy on 3 July and Minsk a day later.17 Simultaneously, they also restored the tracks of the trunk line from Grodno to Molodechno, which would eventually serve Ninth Army and Third Panzer Group.

These railroad lines were especially vital for the transport of essential fuel supplies, without which the panzer groups could not advance, since the panzers were consuming fuel at a far greater rate than the OKH anticipated, largely because of the terrible road conditions. Thus, while the OKH estimated the army in the East would consume 9,000 cubic meters or 2,621,049 gallons of fuel per day, by early July the actual figure was 11,500 cubic meters daily or 3,348,800 gallons. Therefore, instead of 22-tank car trains per day of fuel, now 28 would be needed. Complicating the work of logistical planners, the German forces would have to use their own tank cars because the Soviets had evacuated or destroyed most of their rolling stock. During the first phase of the campaign, the panzers had managed to sustain their march because they captured large Soviet fuel depots, which provided about one third of their daily needs.18 By the end of the first week of July, the OKH reckoned Army Group Center would need 21 supply trains per day, one third of which would have to carry fuel. However, the OKH was confident it could accomplish this objective if it established forward supply bases centered on Minsk, Molodechno, and Slutsk, with 73,000 tons of supplies, equal to one basic load of ammunition and five days of fuel and rations.19

A more serious problem logisticians had to face was the high attrition rate experienced by tanks and the necessity of replacing those lost in the field. Added to the 85 tanks in the German Army’s tank parks in Germany on 1 July, the 210 tanks German industry planned to manufacture by month’s end was not sufficient to replace the projected loses of a single panzer group, much less four such groups. Underscoring the seriousness of this problem, Third Panzer Group, which began the campaign with 985 tanks, lost 154 tanks (15.6 percent) by 9 July, while another 264 tanks (26.8 percent) required major repairs.20 The attrition rate for motorized vehicles was similar or even worse. Nor would these problems go away or be alleviated in the future because the army’s maintenance system required all major repairs and reconditioning be accomplished at manufacturing plants in Germany proper. Therefore, while the army group could supply parts to its panzer forces, it had no facilities whatsoever for handling actual repairs. Worse still, shipping severely disabled tanks and vehicles to Germany and back placed additional demands on an already overburdened and inadequate rail system.21

As far as aircraft losses were concerned, the Luftwaffe lost 491 aircraft, including 124 fighters, 196 bombers, and 171 others in the East by 5 July, while 316 aircraft, including 110 fighters, 119 bombers, and 87 others were damaged. Thus the Luftwaffe was operating at about 70 percent effective strength, with 1,933 aircraft compared to the 2,740 it fielded when the campaign began.22 Slightly more than one half of these aircraft were concentrated in Army Group Center’s sector.

Personnel losses, which were more modest, amounted to about 54,000 soldiers or 2.15 percent of the two and one half million soldiers in the East on 3 July, slightly higher than in the equivalent period of the French campaign. Surprisingly, however, another 54,000 soldiers were also reported sick. Although these figures were low, officer casualties, totaling about 12 percent, of which 6.6 percent were killed in action, were more serious and still rising.23

Pacification of his rear also began to worry Bock as early as 1 July. Although the Germans used the term “partisans” in their documents even before Stalin called for the formation of a partisan movement behind the German lines in a 3 July address, individually or in small groups, thousands of Red Army soldiers were roaming around no-man’s land through which the panzers had advanced too rapidly to round them up. Since the follow-on infantry still lagged far behind the panzer spearheads and had not yet cleared the bypassed regions, numerous bands of stragglers, some still armed, struggled eastward, disrupting German supply lines and impeding operations. Because the three security divisions the OHK allocated to Army Group Center to police the rear area were not sufficient to fulfill this task, Bock and the OKH had to divert regular divisions temporarily to perform this function.

To ease Bock’s security concerns, the OKH finally provided him with a staff to form a headquarters of the Command of the Army Rear Area and, to assist with the civilian administration, a liaison officer to Reich Minister Alfred Rosenberg’s staff. However, as Bock soon learned, Belorussia was a poor and agriculturally unproductive area, a situation exacerbated by the terrible effects of war. This reality, plus the virtual administrative vacuum, would make it virtually impossible to feed, house, and protect the civilian population adequately and, in turn, would undermine Bock’s pacification efforts.24

More serious still was the crisis of confidence between Hitler and his OKW staff, on the one hand, and Brauchitsch, Halder, and OKH, on the other. Since senior political and military leaders frequently held basically incompatible and diverging views, the resulting disagreements generated deep-seated mutual distrust between the two groups. At one extreme, as German Führer, Hitler believed he was personally responsible for the conduct of the war and military operations and acted accordingly. As his experience and successes mounted, he took an ever more active role in strategic, operational, and even tactical decision-making, which the OKH and the generals considered as their own prerogative. Given the clear distinction between what the General Staff termed mission-type instructions [Weisungen] and direct orders [Befehle], to senior officers Hitler’s interference ranged from simple meddling to outright interference. However, as long as successes quickly followed, the generals swallowed their pride and forgave and forgot this interference, since the results seemed to vindicate the means. Although this attitude persisted during the Wehrmacht’s successful Blitzkrieg campaigns, the situation would soon change, and, when it did, the general officer corps would become far less tolerant of Hitler’s interference.

The changing nature of the Wehrmacht’s officer corps tended to exacerbate the growing tension between Hitler and his senior military leaders. In his euphoria after the fall of France, Hitler promoted too many generals to higher ranks and showered them with decorations. In the case of the rank of Field Marshal (Generalfeldmarschall), for example, the proliferation in their numbers cheapened this once august position and left the incumbents with little further incentive. Like Brauchitsch, whom Hitler had made beholden to him through extravagant gifts, the Führer sought to purchase the loyalty of many senior officers, even those who had declined to join the Nazi Party. Conversely, their eagerness to please him and accept these rewards only increased Hitler’s contempt for these senior generals, who he regarded as politically inept, short sighted, ideologically unreliable, and militarily bungling fools, who almost always gave him poor advice.25

Brauchitsch increasingly became the butt of Hitler’s scorn, since Halder, who was unable to cope with Hitler, used Brauchitsch as his spokesman, even though the army’s commander in chief was not forceful enough to plead his case and invariably caved in when Hitler applied pressure or persuasion. As a result, while Halder vented his frustration in the pages of his diary, he also sought and found other ways of circumventing Hitler’s instructions, all the while dangerously underestimating the dictator’s intelligence and determination. For his part, Hitler, who had hand picked Halder to replace his predecessor, Colonel General Ludwig Beck, grew increasingly wary of Halder’s machinations, although the antagonism between Hitler and Halder remained invisible at this stage of the war, largely because the two contestants were not in daily contact. Although Hitler often went out of his way to please Halder, as he did when he visited him to celebrate his 57th birthday on 30 June, through it all, Halder was playing a dangerous game of cat and mouse.26.

An incident that occurred on 29 June illustrated just how this game played out. Prior to this date, Hitler had consistently demanded Bock restrain his panzer groups until he cleared the Minsk pocket. Caught in between Hitler’s instructions and the wishes of his field commanders, Brauchitsch conveyed Hitler’s instructions to Bock, but then relented, permitting Guderian to conduct a reconnaissance-in-force toward Bobruisk on the Berezina River, if only to secure the army group’s flanks. Upset by this half measure, Halder, who had quietly encouraged Bock to advance forward in full force, principally with Guderian’s panzers, confided to his diary:


Guderian, however, quite soundly from then operational point of view, is advancing on Bobruysk with two armored divisions and is reconnoitering in the direction of the Dnieper; he certainly does that not just to cover his flank, but indeed in order to cross the Dnieper as soon as there is an opportunity to do so. Were he not to do that, he would be making a grave mistake. I hope that he will take the Dnieper bridges at Rogachev and Mogilev still today, which would open for him the road to Smolensk and from there to Moscow. This is the only way right off to get around the dry gap [land bridge] between the Dnieper and Dvina, now fortified by the Russians, and so block the way to Moscow for the enemy forces in the gap. Let us hope that the CGs of corps and armies will do the right thing even without express orders, which we are not allowed to issue because of the Führer’s instructions to ObdH [Commander-in-Chief].27



Lacking clear directives at a time when intermediate headquarters often did not know exactly what they were supposed to accomplish, Guderian, and to a lesser degree Hoth, simply interpreted their orders to suit their own conceptions. Exacerbating this problem, extremely poor signal communications often prevented the higher headquarters from determining precisely what was going on. For example, while Guderian was in the midst of his reconnaissance-in-force, Kluge assumed command over his panzer group at midnight on 2-3 July but had no communications with either panzer group. Kluge received his first report from Guderian at 1030 hours on 3 July and from Hoth’s panzer group three hours later, and communications between Bock and Kluge were also intermittent. Although these commanders attempted to exchange liaison officers delivered by light Fieseler Storch aircraft, the severe thunderstorms blocking radio communications also frequently prevented these aircraft from reaching their destinations.28 As a result, when Kluge conferred with Brauchitsch on 4 July, the former was unable to brief the latter on the status of Hoth’s motorized corps. Instead, having just received news of Hoth’s progress from his own liaison officers, Brauchitsch obligingly supplied Kluge the information.

Following the tradition of the Great General Staff during the First World War, when preparing its estimates, proposals, and operational plans, the OKH also relied on first-hand, up-to-date, and independent information from other sources to supplement the reports it received through the chain of command. For example, while surveying the personnel and material status of panzer units subordinate to Guderian’s Second Panzer Group during mid-July, Major Claus Schenck Count von Stauffenberg determined communications between Kluge’s Fourth Army and Guderian’s panzer group were non-existent, those between Kluge and Hoth’s panzer group were poor, and a similar situation prevailed within Guderian’s Second Panzer Group, which was frequently out of contact with its XXIV Motorized Corps.29

Nevertheless, in Bock’s words, Army Group Center was off to a running start in the race for the Western Dvina and Dnepr River crossings. Despite Hitler’s objections, the lack of an orderly concentration and regrouping, the absence of established forward supply bases, and the battles still raging on west of Minsk, with Bock’s approval, Guderian and Hoth were eager and willing to resume their drive. In short, all three commanders considered these risks necessary if Army Group Center was to achieve its objectives before the Red Army was able to reorganize its defenses.

The Stavka’s and Western Front’s Dilemmas

As Bock was preparing to launch the second phase of his offensive, the Stavka and its shattered Western Front were frantically making every effort to halt Bock’s juggernaut. Coming as it did on the heels of a full week of confusion and disintegration, the fall of Minsk on 28 June shocked the Stavka and threw Stalin into a rage. After recalling chief of the General Staff Zhukov from the Southwestern Front only two days earlier, Stalin immediately shook up his command and control organs along the Western axis. First, a wrathful Stalin relieved Pavlov and many of his senior staff officers and replaced the disgraced front commander with Colonel General Andrei Ivanovich Eremenko, a general who had earned a reputation as a genuine “fighter.” Soon after, Stalin arrested the relieved officers and had them tried, convicted, and shot for incompetence and malfeasance, the first of many to suffer, some innocently, for failures often not of their making.30

When Eremenko arrived at his new headquarters at Mogilev on the morning of 29 June, he was briefed by Defense Commissar Timoshenko and found Voroshilov and Shaposhnikov already there as Stavka observers. Soon they were joined by Lieutenant General German Kapitonovich Malandin, the Stavka’s chief of operations, who would later became the chief of staff of the Main Command of the Western Direction (or more commonly the Main Western Direction Command), and Panteleimon Kondrat’evich Ponomarenko, the First Secretary of the Belorussian Communist Party, who, with Voroshilov, would later be responsible for organizing partisan and sabotage groups in the Germans’ rear. Together with Eremenko, the assembled senior officers began the impossible task of halting the German advance, hopefully west of the Dnepr River.31

Eremenko’s severely damaged front had precious few units remaining with which to make a stand along the Berezina River. Late on 1 July, he ordered Filatov’s 13th Army, whose original orders were to save Minsk but whose army had been decimated while defending the city, to fall back to the Berezina River and hold firm to the sector between the towns of Kholkolnitza, Borisov, and Brodets, while remnants of Korobkov’s 4th Army, which tried but failed to defend the Slutsk region against Guderian’s panzers, were to occupy a line extending from Brodets southward along the Berezina through the town of Svisloch’ to the city of Bobruisk. By this time, Korobkov’s entire army was equivalent in strength to a single rifle division, its 14th Mechanized Corps numbered 1,825 men and 2 T-26 tanks, and the corps’ 22nd Tank Division had 450 fighters.32

Thus, the defense of Borisov and Bobruisk was vital to the success of Eremenko’s initial plan. In addition to Filatov’s 13th Army and Korobkov’s 4th Army, both of which had suffered heavy losses in the withdrawal to the Berezina River and were no longer combat effective, the only fully combat-ready force Eremenko had at his disposal was Colonel Iakob Grigor’evich Kreizer’s elite 1st Moscow Motorized Division from Major General Vasilii Ivanovich Vinogradov’s 7th Mechanized Corps, which was being rushed forward to Borisov from the Moscow Military District. Kreizer’s division, the most famous formation in the Red Army, fielded two motorized rifle and one tank regiment and a full complement of supporting subunits and was at full strength, with 229 tanks, although only 24 of them were new KV and T-34 models. However, since Guderian’s forces had already crossed the Berezina River at Borisov and Svisloch’ on 29 and 30 June and at Bobruisk early on 2 July, Eremenko’s defense line along the river was already untenable.

The Stavka had already taken measures of its own to shore up its defenses along the western axis. For example, in the wake of its failure to halt the German offensive at Minsk, late on 28 June, it ordered Lieutenant General Vladimir Iakovlevich Kachalov’s 28th Army, with Petrov’s 27th Mechanized Corps, to occupy defenses southeast of Viaz’ma, and Major General Stepan Andrianovich Kalinin’s 24th Army, with Major General M. A. Miasnikov’s 23rd and Kirichenko’s 26th Mechanized Corps, to do likewise east and northeast of Viaz’ma. Both armies were “to prepare [defensive] lines” and “a 20-30 kilometer belt of obstacles forward manned by forward detachments.”33 The next day, the Stavka formed its new Group of Reserve Armies under NKVD Lieutenant General Ivan Aleksandrovich Bogdanov, which would ultimately consist of 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd Armies, and ordered the four armies to prepare defenses along the Western Dvina and Dnepr River lines in Eremenko’s rear area.34

Specifically, on 1 July the Stavka ordered Lieutenant General Vasilii Filippovich Gerasimenko’s 21st Army, which was deploying forward from the Volga Military District, to take control of the remnants of Korobkov’s 4th Army, which was still fighting in the Bobruisk region, withdraw it for rest and refitting, and man new defenses along the Dnepr River in the vicinity of Rogachev and Zhlobin.35 By this time, Korobkov’s army numbered only 7,000 men, 42 guns, 3 armored cars, and 1 T-38 tank.36 The next day, the Stavka ordered Lieutenant General Filipp Afanas’evich Ershakov’s 22nd Army to occupy defenses protecting the approaches to Vitebsk, and Filatov’s 20th Army, whose commander would be replaced by Lieutenant General Fedor Nikitich Remezov, to do likewise on the approaches to Orsha.37

At the height of this crisis, on 2 July Stalin assigned 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd Armies to the Western Front and appointed Timoshenko to command the front, with Eremenko and Budenny as his deputies. After a brief telephone conversation with Timoshenko on 2 July, Stalin was alarmed enough about the situation to assign his front Lieutenant General Mikhail Fedorovich Lukin’s 16th Army, which initially consisted of two rifle divisions subordinate to 32nd Rifle Corps and Major General of Tank Forces Il’ia Prokof’evich Alekseenko’s fresh 5th Mechanized Corps. Then only 46 years old, almost 20 years younger than Bock, Timoshenko’s legendary fame and close ties with Stalin, his prestige as Defense Minister and senior Marshal of the Soviet Union, and his acknowledged pragmatism and ruthlessness combined to give his crumbling Western Front a distinct psychological boost. Even the Germans showed high regard, bordering on admiration, for Timoshenko. For example, while pointing out he was an admirer of German efficiency and military traditions, a German intelligence report gave Timoshenko high marks as an innovator and protagonist for the modernization of the Soviet Army and credited him for his soldierly bearing, his straight-forwardness, common sense, personal bravery, modesty, and sense of humor. In short, among the many Soviet senior officers, the Germans considered Timoshenko as the toughest and most capable, a judgment that the Battle for Smolensk would prove to be true.38

As of 2 July, Timoshenko’s orders from the Stavka were to “defend staunchly” the Western Dvina-Dnepr line, including the Vitebsk-Orsha-Smolensk land bridge, with seven armies, five of which the Stavka released to him from Budenny’s former reserve command. On Timoshenko’ right wing in the north, Ershakov’s 22nd Army, which had mobilized in the Ural Military District and was deploying to the Polotsk region with two rifle corps and six rifle divisions, was to defend the sector from Sebezh southward to the Western Dvina River and south along the river from north of Polotsk to Beshenkovichi, with its 51st Rifle Corps defending the Sebezh Fortified Region and its 62nd Rifle Corps the Polotsk Fortified Region. On Ershakov’s left, Remezov’s 20th Army, which was formed in the Orel Military District and consisted of 61st and 69th Rifle Corps and 18th Rifle Division, was to defend the sector of the land bridge from Beshenkovichi (southwest of Vitebsk) southward to Shklov, 30 kilometers south of Orsha. In addition, the Stavka assigned Vinogradov’s 7th and Alekseenko’s 5th Mechanized Corps, the former with 974 tanks, including 7 KV and 10 T-34 models, and the latter with 571 tanks, including 34 KV-1 and KV-2 and 29 T-34 models, to Remezov’s army.39

At the junction of Ershakov’s and Remezov’s armies but to the rear, Lieutenant General Ivan Stepanovich Konev’s 19th Army, which consisted of 25th and 34th Rifle Corps, 38th Rifle Division, and Major General Nikolai Iakovlevich Kirichenko’s 26th Mechanized Corps, regrouped northward from the Kiev region on 2 July, was to defend the Vitebsk region and back up the 22nd and 20th Armies. Kirichenko’s mechanized corps, which had been formed in the North Caucasus Military District and was originally earmarked to reinforce Kirponos’s Southwestern Front, initially consisted of about 200 tanks but received some reinforcements while en route to its new assembly area. Finally, on Timoshenko’s left wing in the south, Gerasimenko’s 21st Army, which included the 63rd and 66th Rifle Corps and Major General Semen Moiseevich Krivoshein’s 25th Mechanized Corps, with 164 older model tanks but would be reinforced by 64 T-34s by 13 July, was to man the sector from Rogachev southward to Rechitsa, 60 kilometers west of Gomel’ and 40 kilometers south of the confluence of the Berezina and Dnepr Rivers, backed up by the remnants of Korobkov’s 4th and Filatov’s 13th Armies, which were to fall back from the Bobruisk region and regroup and refit their forces along the Sozh River in Gerasimenko’s rear. Timoshenko intended to keep Lukin’s 16th Army, which had been transferred first from the Trans-Baikal to Kirponos’s Southwestern Front and after 2 July to his Western Front, in his reserve in the Smolensk region.

On 2 July, German intelligence estimated the first echelon of Timoshenko’s forces included roughly 24 divisions of various types. However, as indicated above, including the remnants of the largely destroyed 3rd, 4th, and 10th Armies, Timoshenko’s front actually fielded a total of 37 divisions along or forward of the Dnepr River, 24 of which were at 30-50 percent strength, and another 44 divisions either in position along the river or deploying forward into concentration regions between the Dnepr and Smolensk. Overall, including the reserve armies, this force numbered well over half a million men and more than 2,000 tanks.40 However, while only three of his reserve armies, 22nd, 20th, and 21st, were more or less in place when Kluge’s Fourth Army struck on 2 July, two more, 4th and 13th, had already been badly mauled, and the remaining two, 16th and 19th, literally had to fight their way through aerial bombardments as they disembarked from their troop trains and moved into their assembly areas. In the midst of this chaotic situation, Stalin relieved Korobkov from command of 4th Army, executed him for treason, and replaced him with Colonel Leonid Mikhailovich Sandalov in early July. Finally, as the Germans resumed their assaults, without counting the fresh 5th and entire 7th Mechanized Corps, which initially fielded 1,774 tanks, including 41 KV’s and 39 T-34’s, and the remaining mechanized corps subordinate to his reserve armies, Timoshenko had 135 tanks, 3,800 guns and mortars, and fewer than 40 aircraft supporting his defenses.

In addition to severe shortages of antitank and antiaircraft guns, Timoshenko’s front also suffered from the hurried commitment of his fresh reserves along a defense line of more than 300 kilometers, inexperienced leadership at all levels of command, inadequate and disorganized communications and logistics, and the unrelenting pressure and interference from Stalin, which only added to its difficulties.41 Nevertheless, contrary to official postwar accounts, the strength and quantity of his ground forces exceeded that of Kluge’s attacking Fourth “Panzer” Army. However, while Guderian’s and Hoth’s panzer groups fielded 16 and one half divisions to the Soviet’s 37, the Germans did have a marked edge in tanks and more than twice the air support Timoshenko could muster.42 At the same time, the Soviets had the added advantage of falling back on their supply installations, while the German lines of communication were stretched far beyond customary and tolerable limits.

Army Group Center’s Advance to the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, 2-6 July

Plans and Realities

Bock’s initial target, the ancient walled city of Smolensk on the upper Dnepr River, was a historical symbol for all Russians. A vital crossroads contested by Poles and Lithuanians during the middle ages, the Russians had finally captured the city during the Seventeenth Century, and Peter the Great had employed Smolensk as a base of operations against Sweden’s Charles XII. By the time Napoleon’s Grande Armée seized the city in August 1812, European armies had repeatedly traced and retraced a bloody trail leading through it to Moscow. However, since crossing the Western Dvina-Dnepr line was Army Group Center’s principal initial objective during Operation Barbarossa, and Smolensk was at the point of its arrowhead aimed at Moscow via the Vitebsk-Orsha-Smolensk “land bridge,” this city was truly was the gateway to Moscow. Aware of the mortal danger to the capital if Smolensk was lost once again, Stalin was equally determined to hold it at all cost. As a result, the two-month long struggle for Smolensk would become far more significant than the fate of the city itself. In fact, the battles for Smolensk would largely decide the fate of Operation Barbarossa as a whole.

From Bock’s perspective, the historic river of birches, the Berezina, was the chief obstacle on his path to the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. While its headwaters, which drained a 400-square kilometer swampy region between Lepel’ and Borisov, was in the path of Hoth’s Third Panzer Group, its central and southern reaches, which widened to up to 165 meters as it meandered southward 137 kilometers from Borisov to Bobruisk and had extensive swampy marshes along its eastern bank, formed a significant obstacle for Guderian’s Second Panzer Group. Since it required bridges up to 546 meters long to cross the river south of Borisov, the steel railroad bridges and other wooden bridges at Borisov, Svisloch’, and Bobruisk were critical for Guderian’s advance.43

Only days before Kluge’s expanded Fourth “Panzer” Army assumed control over Third and Second Panzer Groups, Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps from Hoth’s panzer group lunged toward the Berezina along the only decent road running from Minsk to Bobruisk, Model’s 3rd Panzer Division captured a bridgehead at Bobruisk from 47th Rifle Corps and a detachment of the Bobruisk Tractor School on 29 June, and the next day Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division captured the railroad bridge at Svisloch’ from 8th Airborne Brigade of Zhadov’s 4th Airborne Corps. In the process, the advancing panzers cut off the same corps’ 212th Airborne Brigade and most of A. G. Nikitin’s 20th Mechanized Corps, whose force of less than 93 older model tanks had been attempting to thwart Guderian’s advance.

Thus, by beginning his operations surreptitiously under the guise of a reconnaissance-in-force, against Hitler’s wishes but with Bock’s and Halder’s encouragement, Guderian had initiated the race to the Dnepr River, if only on Army Group Center’s southern wing. However, midst the confusion of the encirclement battles at Belostok and Minsk, which mixed up their forces and delayed their second echelon divisions and supply columns, neither Bock and Kluge nor Hoth and Guderian were able to form a clear picture of their subordinate units’ dispositions. Therefore, Hoth and Guderian decided to meet at Hoth’s headquarters at Krevo, 40 kilometers west of Molodechno, on 30 June to discuss the situation and coordinate the upcoming operations in a face-to-face meeting made all the more important since, in the absence of clear direction from the top, the two panzer group commanders were more or less left to their own devices.44

During his flight to Krevo, Guderian conducted an aerial inspection of the densely wooded Belostok and Minsk pockets and concluded there were no significant Soviet troop concentrations in these regions. Therefore, contrary to Bock’s and Kluge’s views, there was no danger of a Soviet breakout toward the southeast. When the ensuing discussions revealed Guderian had allocated too few of his forces to contain the Minsk pocket and was instead using most of his forces to advance eastward, Hoth, even though he had two motorized corps to Guderian’s three, agreed to extend his lines into Guderian’s assigned sector south of Minsk. Furthermore, since this forced Hoth to employ all of his panzer group’s divisions except Funck’s 7th Panzer Division to close the encirclement ring and since of the infantry corps of Strauss’s Ninth Army were advancing too slowly to relieve Hoth’s panzers, Hoth was unable to follow Guderian’s example, despite Bock’s urgent request he at least capture Borisov.

As a result, Guderian offered to send Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division from Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ eastward from Minsk to capture Borisov, thus relieving Hoth’s 7th Panzer Division of this mission. When Guderian did so on 1 July, Hoth regrouped Funck’s 7th Panzer Division toward Zembin, 16 kilometers north of Borisov. Thus, since Guderian’s forces had a 48-hour head start for their advance to the east, Hoth’s main forces required at least that long to regroup and begin their march toward the Dvina River crossings at Vitebsk and Polotsk. When Hoth was able to do so, Army Group North’s Fourth Panzer Group was to support him with a simultaneous advance toward Opochka and Ostrov on the Velikaia River.

Meanwhile, the infantry of Strauss’s Ninth and Weichs’ Second Armies, which were engaged in a time-consuming fight with Soviet forces encircled west of Minsk, up to 242 kilometers to the rear of his panzer spearheads, were struggling to fulfill their dual missions to relieve the panzer units around the encirclement ring. At the same time, they were also attempting to close the ever-widening gap between their divisions and the advancing panzer divisions. Complicating their task, because the panzer group’s armor had exclusive rights to the few good highways, their infantry had to seek out and employ only secondary roads and trails. Only after the two armies finally liquidated the smaller Belostok encirclement on 30 June were their first infantry corps able to begin moving eastward to catch up with Hoth’s and Guderian’s armor.

This “catch-up effort” required the two armies’ infantry columns to move eastward by forced march through oppressive and nearly tropical heat and suffocating clouds of dust. Advancing relentlessly to overtake the panzers, the worn out and overburdened men and horses trudged along the dreary, deeply rutted trails that passed for roads. As the soldiers and officers described it, this march was a bone-crushing but necessary effort.45 Experiencing first hand the monotony of the land stretching endlessly to the east, Major General Lothar Rendulic, a division commander who rose to army group command later in the war, recorded his Landsers impressions as they struggled through the vast oppressiveness of Belorussia. A poor region whose sandy soil produced only marginal crops of oats and potatoes, the area was strewn with patches of heavy woods punctuated by villages made up of wooden or adobe houses with thatched roofs and brick schools and government buildings. Unable to escape from clouds of mosquitoes breeding in the swamps adjacent to every river, lake, and stream, the soldiers were plagued by their assaults, particularly at sunset and at night, as well as by the teaming vermin in the houses of every village. Marching in column along side roads, the infantry divisions stretched for a distance of up to 32 kilometers, and it took up to 24 hours to cross major rivers, even without enemy interference:


Continuously, the troops marched in thick clouds of dust that rose beyond the rooftops of houses, from the powder surfaced road, suspended, trapped by the walls of trees of the forest on either side of the road, which blocked any movement of air. Soon the trees themselves were covered by a grayish-white layer, leaving no trace of green. Faces were masked by the heavy coating of dust, distorted to the point of non-recognition.46



One of the most serious problems for the infantrymen was the lack of water since, although the shallow wells in the villages sustained the local population, they were wholly inadequate to quench the thirst of a million and a half men and hundreds of thousands of horses. Nor was the water safe to drink without first boiling it and then purifying it with chlorine. While the intense heat forced the soldiers to march and fight bare-chested, nature provided some relief during thunderstorms, when the troops could bathe, and the lakes permitted them to swim. Although he decried the lack of lightweight safari shirts, which at the time were supplied only to the Afrika Korps, Hoth was also concerned lest such laxity in attire adversely affect unit discipline.47

While the bulk of Bock’s two panzer groups finally began their general offensive on 2 July, the advance was neither well organized nor controlled because Kluge did not assume full command of the panzer groups until a day later, and, when he did, he had difficulty determining their exact locations. Although Bock had ordered the two panzer groups to begin their attack on 1 July, he then spent additional time arguing with Brauchitsch, and indirectly with Hitler through Halder, to prevent Hitler from halting his armor. Bock finally won his case, however, only by stating flatly it would be irresponsible to reverse orders already issued.48

Hoth’s Advance

To the north, Hoth’s Third Panzer Group was supposed to cross the Western Dvina River at Polotsk with Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps and at Vitebsk with Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps and then press on toward the town of Rudnia with Kuntzen’s corps and north past Smolensk toward Iartsevo with Schmidt’s corps. Leaving 12th Panzer and 14th and 20th Motorized Divisions behind to complete the reduction of the Minsk encirclement, Hoth’s panzer group would thus head toward the Western Dvina River with four divisions, LVII Corps’ 19th Panzer and 18th Motorized toward Polotsk and XXXIX Corps’ 7th and 20th Panzer toward Vitebsk. Hoth accepted the risks involved in attacking objectives 160 kilometers apart, thereby forsaking mutual support between his two corps, because he expected to encounter little or no Soviet resistance in his sector. This was so because Army Group North’s Fourth Panzer Group, which had already had broken through the Soviets’ defenses along the Western Dvina River to the north, was also resuming its advance toward Opochka on 2 July. Hoth also chose to advance across a broad front rather than conducting concentric attacks because this would exploit the road net more flexibly and avoid the swamps and marshes along the upper Berezina River. This route also had the advantage of bypassing Lake Naroch’ and the adjacent cluster of lakes north of Molodechno.49 Above all, Hoth assumed the roads he planned to use would be trafficable, enemy resistance would be light, and the dry weather would persist.

Hoth planned to spearhead XXXIX Motorized Corps’ drive to Vitebsk with Funck’s 7th Panzer Division, the same division that had led his spectacular advance north of Smolensk only the week before. After capturing Smolevichi astride the main highway from Minsk to Borisov on 26 June and fighting off fierce Soviet counterattacks while temporarily cut off for several days, in accordance with Hoth’s agreement with Guderian on 30 June, Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division relieved Funck’s division on 1 July and pushed on to capture Borisov by late on 2 July. Meanwhile, still in the vanguard of Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps, Funck’s panzers swept northward to seize a crossing over the Berezina east of Zembin, 24 kilometers north of Borisov.

However, as luck would have it, all three of Hoth’s assumptions proved incorrect, first and foremost, in Schmidt’s sector of advance. Beginning on 2 July and throughout the next six days, Hoth’s forces were plagued by heavy thunderstorms, which turned the dusty roads and trails in the region into morasses. This incessant rain, plus the terrain with its seemingly endless succession of river courses, lakes, and swamps, which proved unexpectedly difficult to negotiate, suddenly slowed the forward progress of both 7th Panzer Division and its neighbor to the north, Stumpff’s 20th Panzer Division. Worse still, once Hoth’s panzer corps began its advance, to its surprise, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps soon encountered the fresh Soviet 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps, backed up by elements of 20th Army, and Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps encountered 22nd Army’s prepared defenses when it reached the Western Dvina River.

Therefore, at least in XXXIX Motorized Corps’ sector, the halcyon days of the French campaign, when 7th Panzer Division had “Rommeled” across northern France at a rate of up to 320 kilometers a day, were clearly over. Instead of capturing Vitebsk in a lightening raid, Funck’s 7th Panzer Division spent more than two days crossing the Berezina River north of Borisov and reaching Lepel’, a distance of only 73 kilometers. Making matter worse, when it reached the vicinity of Lepel’, 7th Panzer Division was not organized to continue a rapid advance because its forces were strung out along a single poor road, which was littered with vehicles mired in the mud. Stumpff’s 20th Panzer Division, which was advancing in tandem with 7th Panzer, was unable to move forward because it was using the same road and had to cross the same bridge over the Essa River at Lepel’, the only one in the region. Hoth noted with displeasure the sloppy staff work and the failure of proper advance road reconnaissance, which now jeopardized the panzer groups’ further advance.50

Meanwhile, on Schmidt’s left flank, Knobelsdorff’s 19th Panzer Division, which was leading the advance of Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps, made much faster progress eastward from the Postavy region because it was advancing over a far better road. However, when Herrlein’s 18th Motorized Division, which was advancing on Knobelsdorff’s right flank via the town of Glubokoe, encountered heavier defenses protecting the approaches to Polotsk, late on 2 July, Kuntzen regrouped 19th Panzer Division northward toward Disna, on the southern bank of the Western Dvina River, 45 kilometers west of Polotsk. After advancing over 190 kilometers in 24 hours, with effective support from VIII Air Corps’ Stukas, Knobelsdorff’s panzers seized a bridgehead over the Western Dvina at Disna from 22nd Army’s 51st Rifle Corps on 4 July.

Meanwhile, after being thwarted in its attempts to cross the Western Dvina at Polotsk by strong Soviet resistance, Herrlein’s 18th Motorized Division sent its main body to support Knobelsdorff’s panzers at Disna while it waited to be reinforced by Lieutenant General Heinrich Wosch’s 14th Motorized Division from Kuntzen’s corps, which was in the midst of a long march forward from Minsk. Thus, by nightfall on 6 July and for the next three days, Kuntzen’s forces were locked in fierce struggle with the forces of Ershakov’s 22nd Army, whose 51st Rifle Corps tried to destroy Knobelsdorff’s bridgehead at Disna and whose 62nd Rifle Corps held Herrlein’s panzer-grenadiers at bay opposite Polotsk. Kuntzen could do nothing more until his engineers succeeded in restoring a bridge across the river at Polotsk.

Since Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps was fully occupied at and northwest of Polotsk, there was little it could do to assist the advance of its southern neighbor, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps. And beginning on 6 July, Schmidt’s corps, which suddenly found itself beset by strong Soviet armor forces, indeed required assistance. Realizing Hoth’s panzers would need infantry assistance from his Ninth Army, three days before, Strauss had ordered his V, VI, and XXIII Army Corps, which were completing their missions in the region west of Minsk, to prepare to follow Third Panzer Group to the Western Dvina River and to begin by sending advance parties ahead immediately. Although Strauss’s three corps did so on 3 July against practically no opposition, the lead elements of XXIII and VI Army Corps were not able to enter the fray along the Western Dvina until 7 July.51 By that time, however, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps was engulfed in intense combat along its entire front.

Guderian’s Advance

Largely because of his panzer group’s previous success, the advance by Guderian’s Second Panzer Group to the Dnepr River was far more disorganized and haphazard than Hoth’s. At day’s end on 1 July, 4th and 3rd Panzer Divisions of Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps were already across the Berezina at Svisloch’ and Bobruisk, and, having relieved 7th Panzer Division at Smolevichi, 18th Panzer Division of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps was approaching the Berezina River bridges at Borisov. The remainder of Lemelsen’s Corps (17th Panzer and 29th Motorized Divisions) was still engaged in liquidating the encirclement southwest of Minsk, and the divisions of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps were still far behind, strung out for 24 kilometers, as far west as Baranovichi. At this point, Guderian’s objective, the high ground at El’nia, was indeed a distant target.

Along the Minsk-Smolensk highway, which was the most critical of Guderian’s axes of advance, although his 18th Panzer Division was able to move, Nehring thought his division was on a suicide mission. When his division reached Borisov late on 30 June, it encountered strongly fortified defenses manned by scattered remnants of Soviet 13th Army and the students of the Borisov Tank School equipped with several tanks under the command of Corps Commissar I. Z. Susaikov. Eremenko had personally instructed Susaikov to destroy the important road and railroad bridges before the Germans could capture them. As Nehring concentrated his division for a formal assault, he formed a kampfgruppe under Major Teege, which consisted of a tank battalion and elements of the division’s motorcycle and the reconnaissance battalions, supported by artillery and antiaircraft battalions, and ordered it to seize the bridges. Although the kampfgruppe failed to dislodge the Soviets from their shallow bridgehead on the west bank of the Berezina on its first try, when 52nd Infantry Regiment and additional panzers reached the scene the next morning, an infantry platoon worked its way through the Soviet’s defenses and stormed the road bridge, surprising its demolition crew before it could activate the fuses. Rolling across the bridge at noon, Kampfgruppe Teege captured Borisov during the afternoon.

No doubt, 18th Panzer Division’s success was aided by confusion and contradictory orders emanating from the Soviet side. For example, within a period of 24 hours, Eremenko first ordered 13th Army to attack toward Rakov, 32 kilometers west of Minsk, which the Germans had captured two days earlier, and then to withdraw to Borisov, 73 kilometers east of Minsk. Yet, even in a state of disorganization, the Soviets proved to be formidable opponents, for the battle of Borisov had just begun.

When Timoshenko replaced Eremenko on 2 July, the Stavka had already directed him to restore the situation at Borisov with Kreizer’s 1st Moscow Motorized Division, the lead element of Vinogradov’s 7th Mechanized Corps.52 The 7th Mechanized Corps had begun its odyssey two days before the German invasion, after which the corps first moved to the Kaluga and Tula region, then back to Moscow, where it joined the Stavka’s reserve, and finally to Gzhatsk. Thereafter, the corps moved to Viaz’ma, Iartsevo, and finally Smolensk. Although officially designated a motorized division in consonance with the mechanized corps’ table of organization [shtat], Kreizer’s division was motorized rifle.

Late on 26 June, Remezov, who had just replaced the wounded Filatov as 13th Army’s commander, ordered Vinogradov to move Kreizer’s division west from Orsha toward Borisov, while the remainder of his corps defended positions stretching from Vitebsk southward to Orsha. Since 22nd, 20th, and 21st Armies were just moving into position under constant air attack, Remezov had only one division near Polotsk, no forces south of Orsha, and only remnants of his army and the local garrison at Borisov. In addition to causing rail and road congestion, the hurried forward deployment of 22nd, 20th, and 21st Armies was also depriving Remezov of tactical intelligence and other elementary information such as the location of ammunition depots.53

Nor were the Germans, most of whose intelligence came from Luftwaffe reconnaissance patrols, which it conducted only during the day, and from radio intercepts, very well informed about Soviet troop movements. Since air reconnaissance patrols reported heavy road traffic along the Smolensk-Borisov highway and toward Mogilev and Rogachev, as well as heavy rail movements at Vitebsk, Orsha, Smolensk, and Roslavl’, the appearance of 1st Motorized Division did not come as a total surprise. In addition, shortly after noon on 3 July, the Germans intercepted a Soviet radio message ordering an armored attack against Berezino by 1530 hours. Guderian had just inspected the Borisov bridgehead, which Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division had expanded by pushing 24 kilometers beyond. After receiving this intelligence, Guderian personally alerted the defenders at Borisov and ordered Weber’s 17th Panzer Division, then at Minsk, to send a kampfgruppe to reinforce the Borisov bridgehead, which it did by nightfall on 3 July.54 Meanwhile, the Luftwaffe warned Nehring about seemingly endless columns of motorized infantry astride the main highway and a strong motorized column with more than 100 tanks, among them many heavy models not previously identified, advancing on Borisov. These included many KV-1 and KV-2 and T-34 tanks, the latter with 152mm guns weighing almost twice as much as the Panzer IV’s with their short 75mm guns.55

Kreizer’s division began its assault against 18th Panzer Division’s defenses east of Borisov on 3 July, with his division’s 12th Tank Regiment and a company of KV tanks in the lead, protected on the flanks by his motorized regiments. Initially, the surprise attack with such powerful tanks produced consternation and terror in the Germans’ ranks. However, by employing superior radio communications and tactics, combined with the liberal use of 88mm antiaircraft guns firing armor-piercing ammunition and concentrated bombing attacks, Nehring’s division managed to blunt Kreizer’s assault, inflicting heavy losses on his tanks, but not without suffering serious losses of its own. According to exaggerated Soviet reports, Nehring lost half of his roughly 180 tanks and much of his panzer-grenadiers.56

Although Eremenko later blamed the Soviet failure on Kreizer’s faulty tactics, rather than their equipment or lack of fighting spirit, fighting in utter isolation and without air support was the principal reason for his defeat. However, the Germans noted that Kreizer split up his tank force into smallish groups, intermixing light tanks with medium T-34s and the KV’s, and, lacking radio communications, his attacks were poorly coordinated. Nehring’s panzers first knocked out the light tanks and then immobilized the heavier models by blasting their tracks, often at close range. Although German armor piercing shells could not penetrate the T-34 and KV hulls, as was the case elsewhere along the front, many of the tanks were captured intact after they ran out of fuel or fell into ditches. Impressed by the T-34’s he personally inspected, Guderian sent some back to Germany, where they were studied and imitated. However, it would be two more years before the Germans produced the Panzer V, “Panther” tank, a heavier and more powerful copy of the T-34.

After his defeat at Borisov, on the night of 3-4 July, Kreizer withdrew his division behind the Nacha River, 73 kilometers west of Orsha, occupying new defenses along a 24-kilometer-side front north and south of Krypki to cover the forward deployment of 20th Army along the Dnepr River. Since by this time the Soviets were in full retreat across the entire front, it appeared as if the phalanx of new reserve armies moving into the Western Dvina-Dnepr positions might have arrived too late. Indicating declining morale might have become a problem, desertions increased; for example, 600 terrified Russians surrendered on 29 June near Minsk after the single salvo of a rocket projector battery [Nebelwerfer], a new weapon the Germans employed well before the Soviets committed their first “Katiusha” multiple-rocket launcher units near Rudnia, in 20th Army’s sector midway between Smolensk and Vitebsk, on 15 July.57 As with all new weapons, both sides ultimately learned to cope with the fear and terror caused by the howling rockets with their white (German) and red (Russian) comet tails.

In another instance of mass desertion, Major General Aleksandr Vasil’evich Gorbatov, the deputy commander of 19th Army’s 25th Rifle Corps, which was soon committed in the Vitebsk region, lost an entire regiment, even after Gorbatov personally rallied the regiment twice. Ironically, Gorbatov himself had been released from a concentration camp, where he had languished after the purges, only months before. Rehabilitated, this former non-commissioned officer of the Tsarist cavalry, distinguished soldier, and staunch Communist, was shaken by the nightmarish experience.58 However, despite these signs of demoralization, the Red Army as a whole was not about to fold. German accounts are replete with examples of Soviet solders fighting to the last, often long after they had been left for dead or bypassed by the advancing panzer columns. And where possible, entire units worked their way back to their own lines, reorganized, and lived to fight further battles.

After Nehring’s victory at Borisov, his 18th Panzer Division, with Weber’s 17th Panzer Division on its left flank, began a slow but steady advance toward Orsha on the Dnepr River, a process that ultimately took nine days to complete. On the opposite side of the front, although defeated at Borisov, 1st Motorized Division conducted a fighting withdrawal eastward toward the city of Orsha, an important way station to Smolensk, which Timoshenko had ordered it to defend. Backed up by the newly-arriving divisions of Lieutenant General Pavel Alekseevich Kurochkin’s 20th Army, whose commander had replaced Remezov in early July, Kreizer and his motorized division resolved not to repeat the mistakes they made at Borisov. Instead, they gave ground grudgingly as Kurochkin planned a counterstroke of his own, this time with the full 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps.

While the divisions of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps faced strong resistance west of Orsha, those of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps also became bogged down briefly at the Berezina River at and south of Pogost’, along the approaches to the city of Mogilev, on the Dnepr River’s eastern bank. While the lead elements of Hausser’s SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division managed to capture a small bridgehead at Pogost’ late on 2 July, Vietinghoff still had to bring Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division and the remainder of the SS “Das Reich” division forward. When he did so on 2 and 3 July, the former took over the Pogost’ bridgehead, while the latter seized a bridgehead about 16 kilometers to the south. Thereafter, after struggling for almost two days to overcome stubborn resistance by remnants of 13th Army’s 64th, 100th, 108th, and 161st Rifle Divisions and 4th Army’s 4th Airborne and 20th Mechanized Corps, Vietinghoff’s two divisions managed to reach only halfway between the Berezina River and Dnepr River at Mogilev by day’s end on 7 July.

Ultimately, however, the more rapid advance by Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps further south broke the stalemate west of Mogilev. Facing only light opposition from the remnants of Sandalov’s 4th Army but contending with poor roads and the swampy ground along the Berezina River and west of the Dnepr River, Geyr’s forces broke out eastward from the Berezina on 2 July and raced eastward toward the cities of Bykhov and Rogachev, on the Dnepr’s western bank. While Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division expanded its bridgehead across the Berezina north of Bobruisk against heavy counterattacks by the remnants of 4th Army’s 6th, 42nd, 55th, and 155th Rifle Divisions, Model’s 3rd Panzer Division had to wait two days for the engineers to construct adequate bridging across the river. On 30 June alone, the Germans reportedly shot down more than 50 Soviet aircraft, which were attempting to destroy the bridge while it was being constructed.

Although Rogachev was only 56 kilometers distant by a passable road, when it began its advance on 1 July, Model’s division reached the Ola River, 19 kilometers east of Bobruisk and one of three rivers along his route to Rogachev, only to discover the bridge destroyed. After outflanking its defenders and seizing a new bridgehead during a cloudburst, which again turned the roads to mud, Model’s reconnaissance battalion reached the Dobosna River at nightfall, 35 kilometers east of Bobruisk, only to learn this bridge too was down. Likewise, when his vanguard reached the bridge over the Drut’ River, 19 kilometers east of the Dobosna the next day, they also found it in ruins. Spearheading his advance on 3 July with a battalion of submersible tanks, once designed for a cross-channel landing in Britain, Model’s panzers finally crossed the Drut’ River and raced forward another 8 kilometers to reach the Dnepr River northeast of Rogachev by nightfall. Here nature once again intervened, since, as it had at the Drut’, the heavy rainfall had swelled the Dnepr to a width of 762 meters.

Although Model’s 3rd Panzer Division had reached the vaunted Dnepr River, easing Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division’s advance to the river at Bykhov, 45 kilometers to the north, the floods prevented either division from seizing bridgeheads. They also forced Geyr to split his two panzer divisions into three parts, rendering each susceptible to counterattacks and possible defeat in detail (piecemeal defeat).59 Meanwhile, by nightfall on 3 July, the Western Front reported that, while remnants of 4th and 13th Armies had made it back across the Dnepr River, virtually no units of 3rd and 10th Armies had done so.60 The returning units included 13th Army’s headquarters, with the headquarters of 2nd and 44th Rifle Corps, 50th Rifle Division, the headquarters of 4th Army, with the headquarters of its 28th and 47th Rifle Corps, 6th, 42nd, 55th, and 155th Rifle Divisions, and 14th Mechanized Corps, and, from the front’s reserve, 20th Rifle Corps and 121st and 143rd Rifle Divisions. At the time, the majority of the divisions of 2nd and 44th Rifle Corps and 17th Mechanized Corps were still fighting west of the Dnepr River.

To assist the withdrawal of his forces still west of the Dnepr, Timoshenko ordered Gerasimenko’s 21st Army to consolidate its defenses along the river and to send out forces to blunt Guderian’s advance. Although under no orders to launch a general attack, Gerasimenko’s local attacks convinced Guderian his forces indeed faced a major counterstroke. For example, on 6 July 117th Rifle Division of Major General Leonid Grigor’evich Petrovsky’s 63rd Rifle Corps struck across the Dnepr River in what was designed to be a reconnaissance-in-force. The night attack surprised XXIV Motorized Corps’ 10th Motorized Division, collapsed its right flank, and forced it to withdraw to the Bobruisk-Rogachev road. Although two panzer battalions from Model’s 3rd Panzer Division managed to restore the situation, in the process they lost 22 tanks, one half the complement of one full battalion.61 In addition to unnerving Guderian, this brief setback also underscored the sharply declining strength of his panzer divisions. For example, while the strength of his panzer divisions averaged 58 percent, 3rd and 18th Panzer Divisions, which were operating on the left and right wings of his Second Panzer Group’s advance from Minsk to the Dnepr River, fell to only 35 percent of their original tank strength. Since his probing operations along the Dnepr River indicated Rogachev was not a good choice for a bridgehead, on 7 July Guderian decided to shift his efforts to the north.62

Determined to detect a weak spot in the Soviets’ Dnepr River defenses and exploit it with his armor without waiting for the infantry divisions to catch up, inevitably Guderian encountered strong resistance from his army commander, Kluge, who believed the armor was not strong enough and would need significant infantry support. Nevertheless, Guderian convinced Kluge to allow him to proceed with his plans, even though they hung on a “silk thread.”63 Contemporary records document the prevailing confusion regarding missions and objectives. While Brauchitsch, who was under Hitler’s watchful eyes, recommended restraint to permit the infantry armies to catch up, a course of action that was manifestly impossible given time constraints, since their sights were set on the distant objective of Moscow, Bock, Guderian, and Hoth were anxious to move on. Complicating matters, Kluge, whose Fourth “Panzer” Army had just taken control of the two panzer groups, had difficulty in controlling Hoth and Guderian, at least in part because he frequently did not know where they were located or where they were headed. When he complained about his lack of control to Brauchitsch, bypassing Bock, Brauchitsch urged Kluge to grant Hoth and Guderian freedom of action without interference, to confine himself to coordinating their actions, and, when one of the panzer groups gained freedom of maneuver, to exploit its success.64

Although Bock largely agreed with Brauchitsch’s advice, he was concerned lest Kluge disperse his panzers across too broad a front like the spread-out fingers of a hand. As he told Kluge late on 6 July, “Make a fist somewhere.”65 However, since both panzer groups were committed beyond recall, by this time it was too late to make a fist, even though Kluge would have liked to do just that. In addition, the summer thunderstorms, poor roads, and swampy terrain made it difficult if not impossible to shift the panzer groups and corps laterally across the front. For example, although Hoth’s panzer group discovered a hard-surfaced road between Borisov and Lepel’ not on his maps, every one of its more than 100 wooden bridges along a 80-kilometer stretch had collapsed because of the heavy traffic, thereby preventing lateral movement by his two corps.66 Similarly, strong Soviet resistance had halted Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps on Guderian’s left wing halfway between Borisov and Orsha, and Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps ran into a dead end at Rogachev.

Stubbornly refusing to be stymied by this dilemma, Guderian resolutely continued his search for a weak spot in the Soviets’ defenses, claiming he found one north and south of Mogilev. With characteristic audacity, he then began regrouping his panzers, at the same time urgently requesting infantry reinforcements from Weichs’ Second Army. Weichs then rushed General of Cavalry Kurt Feldt’s 1st Cavalry Division and 52nd and 255th Infantry Divisions forward to protect Guderian’s southern flank, and Guderian sent two kampfgruppen up the Minsk-Smolensk highway to secure his panzer group’s boundary at Senno. With the infantry support assured, Guderian then moved resolutely to regroup his XXXXVII and XXXXVI Motorized Corps into the sector between Orsha and Mogilev and his XXIV Motorized Corps to concentration areas south of Mogilev. In Guderian’s judgment, leaving both of his flanks vulnerable to counterattacks was a fair price to pay for belatedly concentrating his forces in the center, if a breakthrough was the result.67 However, during the two days it took to reposition his forces, Timoshenko struck back with a vengeance, unleashing his two fresh mechanized corps in an attempt to break the back of Bock’s panzer thrust.

In the northern half of Army Group Center’s sector, by late on 5 July, it seemed as if Hoth’s Third Panzer Group had run out of luck. While Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps still faced heavy resistance from Ershakov’s 22nd Army along the Western Dvina River at Disna and Polotsk, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps was facing equally heavy resistance from 62nd Rifle Corps’ 174th and 186th Rifle Divisions of Ershakov’s 22nd Army along the Western Dvina at Ulla, 56 kilometers west of Vitebsk, and from 69th Rifle Corps’ 153rd and 233rd Rifle Divisions of Kurochkin’s 20th Army in the Senno region, 65 kilometers east of Lepel’. As a result, after discovering the Soviets were reinforcing their defense west of Vitebsk and making excellent use of the difficult terrain south of the Western Dvina, Funck’s 7th Panzer Division, which was supposed to lead Schmidt’s corps in a lightening raid from Lepel’ to Vitebsk, was still more than 48 kilometers short of its target. In addition, Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division was still making slow progress against Kreizer’s 1st Motorized Division and the remnants of 44th Rifle Corps along the Borisov-Orsha road and, as a result, was still 65 kilometers west of Orsha. Thus, responding to Timoshenko’s aggressive leadership, Kurochkin’s 20th Army had fought 7th Panzer Division to a standstill.

To break this stalemate in the Vitebsk and Orsha regions, on 5 July Guderian instructed Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps to employ Weber’s 17th Panzer Division, which had just deployed forward from the Minsk region, in an advance on 18th Panzer Division’s left flank north of the Orsha road to outflank Kurochkin’s forces and break through to the Vitebsk region from the south. By this time, however, an increasingly discouraged Kluge was urging Bock to request the OKH divert Hoepner’s Fourth Panzer Group from Army Group North’s advance on Leningrad to assist him in jumpstarting his own offensive toward Moscow.68 Far more ominously, when the Germans began tapping into the Russian telephone lines at Lepel’, they learned Timoshenko was continuing to reinforce this sector, perhaps with more than just defensive intent.69 This time the German telephone intercepts correctly identified Timoshenko’s objectives – a major counteroffensive aimed at nothing short of halting the German juggernaut. As Bock would soon learn, two fresh Soviet mechanized corps, both from Stalin’s “Palace Guards” in the Moscow Military District and fielding a total of almost 1,000 tanks, would be charged with leading the advance.

The Western Front’s Lepel’ Counterstroke, 6–9 July

The Offensive Plan

Several days before the Germans read Timoshenko’s “mail,” the Stavka had issued a new directive to its commander of the Main Western Direction Command, which ordered him to: “While holding off 3rd and 2nd Panzer Group’s onslaught, organize a reliable defense along the line of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and, after concentrating reserves arriving from the depth of the country, deliver a series of counterstrokes along the Lepel’, Borisov, and Bobruisk axes.”70 In response to the Stavka’s directive, at 2315 hours on 4 July, Timoshenko ordered Kurochkin’s 20th Army and Vinogradov’s 7th and Alekseenko’s 5th Mechanized Corps to conduct a counterstroke toward Senno and Lepel’ and Kreizer’s 1st Motorized Division to spearhead another assault along the Orsha-Borisov road to recapture the crossings over the Berezina River at Borisov. Declaring that, “The Western Front will firmly defend the line of the Polotsk fortified region, the Western Dvina River, Senno, and Orsha line, and further along the Dnepr River and prevent an enemy penetration to the north and east,” Timoshenko assigned the following missions1:

See the complete order in Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix B, 1.



	•
	General Situation – the enemy is concentrating up to two tank [panzer] and one-two motorized divisions along the Lepel’ axis for a future attack toward Vitebsk or Orsha.



	•
	Western Front’s Mission – firmly defend the Polotsk Fortified region, Western Dvina River, Senno, and Orsha line and prevent an enemy penetration to the north and east.



	•
	22nd Army (less 128th and 153rd RDs) – firmly defend the Polotsk Fortified Region and the Western Dvina River to Beshenkovichi, inclusively, and prevent the enemy from reaching the right bank of the Western Dvina.



	•
	20th Army (61st RC’s 110th and 172nd RDs, 69th RC’s 73rd, 229th, and 233rd RDs, 18th, 53rd, 137th, 128th, and 153rd RDs, and 7th and 5th MCs) – create a strong antitank defense along the Beshenkovichi, Senno, Mon’kovo, Orsha, and Shklov line, prepare to conduct a counterstroke with 7th and 5th MCs toward Senno and Lepel’, and attack toward Borisov with 1st MRD to seize crossings over the Berezina River.



	•
	21st Army – firmly defend the Dnepr River line and employ detachments to destroy the groups of enemy tanks and motorized infantry east of Bobruisk.



	•
	The Air Forces [VVS] of the Front – subordinate 23rd MAD to 20th Army to cooperate with the forces on the battlefield. The missions of the remaining forces:






	♦
	Prevent enemy forces from crossing to the Western Dvina River’s right bank and penetrating to Orsha.



	♦
	On the night of 5 July, set fire to the forests in the Lepel’, Glubokoe, and Dokshchitsy region.71




Thus, Timoshenko’s order required 7th and 5th Mechanized Corps, supported by the infantry of Kurochkin’s army, to halt and destroy Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps in the Senno region on the southern wing of Hoth’s Third Panzer Group, while 1st Motorized Rifle Division’s attack toward Borisov tied down XXXXVII Motorized Corps on the left wing of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group. Kurochkin reported to Timoshenko about the orders he assigned to his army and its two mechanized corps at 0030 hours on 5 July. Understandably, his order closely matched Timoshenko’s instructions:

See Volume 3 (Documents), B, 2



	•
	20th Army’s Mission – prepare and conduct an attack against the flank and rear of the enemy grouping operating along the Polotsk axis.



	•
	Missions of Subordinates:






	♦
	7th MC – attack toward Beshenkovichi and Lepel’ at 0600 hours on 5 July, reach the Kublichi, Lepel’, and Kamen’ region, and, subsequently, attack the flank and rear of the enemy’s main mechanized Polotsk grouping.



	♦
	5th MC – attack toward Senno and Lepel’ at 0600 hours on 5 July, reach the Liudchitsy (10 kilometers southeast of Lepel’), Krasnoluchna, and Lukoml’ region, and, subsequently, attack through Lepel’ to Glubokoe and through Zembin to Dokshchitsy.



	♦
	1st MRD (with 115th TR) – hold on to its positions along the Bobr River and, upon receipt of a special order, counterattack toward Borisov;



	♦
	69th RC (153rd, 233rd, and 229th RDs) – hold on to its positions along the Vitebsk and Staiki line and prepare to follow 7th MC.



	♦
	61st RC (73rd, 137th, and 18th RDs) – hold on to its positions along the Staiki Station and Shklov line and prepare to follow 5th MC and 1st MRD.






	•
	Neighbors – 13th Army – holding its positions along the Berezina River at all costs.72




Although on paper the two mechanized corps fielded 974 and 571 tanks, respectively, for a combined strength of 1,545 tanks as of 6 July, most of the corps’ tanks were old and obsolete BT, T-26, and T-37/38 models, leaving only 7 KV and 10 T-34 models in 5th Mechanized Corps and 34 KVs and 29 T-34s in 7th Mechanized Corps.

See Table 6

Table 6. The Number and Distribution of Tanks and Armored Cars in 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps on 6 July 1941

[image: images]

Source: Evgenii Drig, Mekhanizirovannye korpusa RKKA v boiu: Istoriia avtobronetankovykh voisk Krasnoi Armii v 1940-1941 godakh [The RKKA’s mechanized corps in combat: a history of the Red Army’s auto-armored forces in 1940-1941], 189 and 247.

Notwithstanding these figures, other sources report that the two corps’ strengths in operable tanks were considerably lower. Specifically, one source claims that, when it went into battle on 6 July, Alekseenko’s 7th Mechanized Corps fielded 428 tanks, including 187 BT-7, 178 T-26, and 63 KhT-26s flamethrower tanks, over 100 less than its paper strength, with 192 tanks (176 BT-7 and 16 KhT-26s) in 14th Tank Division and 236 (11 BT-7s, 178 T-26s, and 47 KhT-26s) in 18th Tank Division.73 Thus, although the two mechanized corps fielded a total of over 1,500 tanks on paper, it is likely as many as two-thirds of their tanks broke down due to mechanical problems even before they reached the battlefield. In addition, when the two corps went into action, they lacked air support and were dangerously short of antiaircraft guns, fuel, and ammunition.74

The day before Timoshenko unleashed his assaults, at 0549 hours on 5 July, on the Stavka’s behalf, chief of the General Staff Zhukov issued yet another directive confirming its continued optimism but also reflecting concerns over the Western Front’s sagging defenses further south along the Dnepr River:


According to existing information, there is no enemy in front of 2nd and 44th Rifle Corps’, 20th Mechanized Corps’, and the airborne corps’ [4th] front, and only reconnaissance is being observed.

Comrade Stalin believes that 2nd and 44th Rifle Corps must attack toward Borisov, crush the enemy, and reach the Lepel’ and Dokshchitsy region to encircle the enemy’s 57th Mechanized [Motorized] Corps. Without these attacks, 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps will have no success.

Leave the airborne corps to protect the crossings over the Berezina River. Liquidate the enemy crossing at Rogachev; otherwise it will disrupt our plan.

Zhukov75



However, when Timoshenko, Kurochkin, and Zhukov issued their orders and instructions, they did not realize XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ 17th Panzer Division would reach the Senno region the next day. Therefore, when 20th Army began its assaults at about dawn on 6 July, Alekseenko’s 5th Mechanized Corps ran straight into 17th Panzer Division at Senno instead of Schmidt’s open right flank.

Even before launching his attacks, Kurochkin was encountering difficulties in coordinating the forces under his control. For example, after the Germans resumed operations on 5 July by dispatching Weber’s 17th Panzer Division to Senno, that night Timoshenko reported the attack by Kreizer’s 1st Motorized Division and 2nd and 44th Rifle Corps against Borisov, which was already underway, had been repelled “in heavy fighting with the enemy’s 17th and 18th Motorized [Panzer] Divisions,” and Kreizer’s forces were “withdrawing to the Krupki, Cherniavka, and Brodets line,” that is, their jumping-off positions west of Orsha76 Therefore, when 7th and 5th Mechanized Corps commenced their assault the next morning, in addition to attacking Funck’s 7th Panzer Division, they would also encounter Weber’s 17th Panzer Division on their open right flank.

Timoshenko’s order to 7th and 5th Mechanized Corps required the former to advance 126 kilometers from the Liozno region to the region northeast of Lepel’ and the latter to advance 135 kilometers from the region north of Orsha through Senno to Lepel’. Under the circumstances, both distances were utterly unrealistic, first because it took so long to traverse, second, because the two corps were subject to air strikes, and third, because many of the tanks’ engines and drive trains simply gave out, leaving the tanks stranded by the roadside. Once he reached his corps’ designated jumping-off positions, Vinogradov deployed 7th Mechanized Corps’s operable tanks, roughly two-thirds of its original 571, in single echelon attack formation. The 14th and 18th Tank Divisions were forward but with no appreciable reserve, since his third division, Kreizer’s 1st Motorized Rifle, was already operating along the Borisov road to the south. On the other hand, Alekseenko deployed his 5th Mechanized Corps, which had all three of its divisions and about two-thirds of its 974 tanks operational, with 13th and 17th Tank Divisions in first echelon and 109th Motorized Division in second echelon.77

The Counterstroke

Attacking at 1000 hours on 6 July, the two mechanized corps covered 48-58 kilometers the first day, reaching the region north and south of Senno. Late in the day, Vinogradov’s two tank divisions ran straight into the defenses of Funck’s 7th Panzer Division on the northeastern approaches to Senno, beginning two days of heavy fighting, during which Vinogradov perished. As Hoth later reported, “With a force of three divisions, two of which (tank) arrived from Moscow, the enemy delivered a strong counterstroke, which 7th Panzer successfully repelled, inflicting heavy losses on the enemy.”78 During the assault, Colonel Ivan Dmitrievich Vasil’ev’s 14th Tank Division, which had marched unimpeded 116 kilometers from the region south of Vitebsk, attacked toward Lepel’ without any air cover and with inadequate maps through difficult heavily wooded terrain against an unknown enemy force. As the former chief of the division’s political department later reported, “Unfortunately, we had to operate practically ‘on the off-chance.’ We did not know who was in front of us – a battalion, regiment, or corps. There was no advanced reconnaissance.”79

See Maps 2 and 3 The situation, 2300, 7 July 1941 and The Lepel’ counterstroke).

Attacking at 1000 hours against virtually no resistance, Vasil’ev’s division reached the villages of Tepliaki and Parnevo, 16-19 kilometers northeast of Senno, at midday, where its force of 276 tanks, including 24 KV-2 and 49 T-34 tanks, drove off reconnaissance parties from 7th Panzer Division. Thereafter, Vasil’ev received three successive orders from Vinogradov, each of which altered the previous order “like a company on a field exercise,” which dispersed the division “like the extended fingers of a hand” rather than a “fist.”80 In this fashion, the division attempted to continue its march across the Chernogostitsa River, roughly 5 kilometers west of Parnevo, toward Beshenkovichi on the Western Dvina River, 30 kilometers further to the west-northwest. However, while Vasil’ev’s tanks were spending almost 12 hours crossing the swampy ground, Funck’s forces were constructing strong antitank defenses on the river’s western bank, virtually within Vasil’ev’s sight. Despite Vasil’ev’s protestations, Vinogradov insisted he attack early on 7 July. When 14th Tank Division did, it encountered murderous antitank fire and was decimated, losing half of its tanks, many of which simply stuck in the river’s bed, as well as the commander of its 27th Tank Regiment and three battalion commanders. To add insult to injury, at nightfall Vinogradov ordered Vasil’ev to halt his attack and turn his division southward to attack Senno, 15 kilometers away.

Obeying his orders, Vasil’ev’s division spent two more days negotiating the forest tracks leading south, in the process losing another 2 KV and 7 BT tanks when 27th Tank Regiment became stuck in a flooded defile north of Senno. By the time it finally struck 17th Panzer Division’s positions north of Senno early on 9 July, 20th Panzer and 20th Motorized Divisions had already defeated General of Tank Forces Fedor Timofeevich Remizov’s 18th Tank Division and reached Vitebsk, in the process cutting Vasil’ev’s lines of communications and encircling his division. Therefore, “having failed to achieve even one of its objectives and having suffered heavy losses, 14th Tank Division withdrew eastward from the forests to the Liozno region, pursued by enemy tanks and aircraft,” where it took up defensive positions along the Vitebsk-Smolensk road.81 Exploiting his hard-won experience, Vasil’ev then dug his KV-2 tanks into the ground and managed to repel strong attacks by Harpe’s 12th Panzer Division, which had just reached the region south of Vitebsk. Underscoring the chaotic situation, on 11 July Kurochkin ordered Vasil’ev’s shattered tank division to conduct new counterattacks toward Vitebsk.

Nor were the experiences of Alekseenko’s 5th Mechanized Corps any more positive. When his corps’ 13th and 17th Tank Divisions reached the approaches to Senno at about midday on 6 July, Colonel Ivan Petrovich Korchagin’s 17th Tank Division, which was deployed on the corps’ right wing with a force of roughly 430 tanks, including 6 KV-1 and 10 T-34 tanks, ran straight into Weber’s 17th Panzer Division south of Senno. At the same time, although it managed to find a relatively undefended sector and advanced even farther to the west, Colonel Fedor Ustinovich Grachev’s 13th Tank Division, with 411 tanks (including 7 KV-1 tanks and 10 T-34s), encountered elements of Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division, which attacked its left flank. After two days of heavy fighting, during which 12th Panzer Division entered the fray by attacking from the west, Alekseenko’s mechanized corps was a shambles. Therefore, as Soviet documents later reported, “A German [panzer] division, consisting of two battalions, had hardly more than 100 tanks.” However, after fierce battles, by 10 July it had succeeded in encircling and destroying Alekseenko’s forces. The two Soviet mechanized corps, which reportedly lost a total of 832 tanks and many soldiers in the struggle, withdrew eastward across the Dnepr River in considerable disorder. Once they reached the Orsha region, they received a defensive sector and were ordered to fight “as infantry,” although both corps soon received some replacement tanks, along with new orders to resume the attack on 11 July.82

Although Soviet histories credit the two mechanized corps with “halting 3rd Panzer Group’s advance on Vitebsk,” during his debriefing by German interrogators, a Red Army soldier captured west of Smolensk about a week later told his captors:


Rather than either poor equipment or weaponry, instead, the lack of success by the Russian tank forces resulted from the inability of the commanders and their lack of experience in maneuvering. The brigade, division, and corps commanders were in no condition to resolve operational missions. To a considerable extent, this regards cooperation of the various types of armed forces.83
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