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First and foremost this book is dedicated to the memory of the innocent civilians, particularly the children, who suffered and died during the siege. Secondly to Dorothy (my mum), Angie the ever patient and to Charlotte, Alex and James my children, who, thank'fully, have never had to experience the suffering described in these pages. A final dedication goes to the members of the Belanovsky family who were there.




Preface

The siege of Leningrad is one of the epic operations of the Second World War on the Eastern Front. During the 900 days that the siege officially lasted the suffering endured by the garrison and civilians within the, as the Soviets termed it, Blockaded area was almost unimaginable, particularly during the first winter.

The city of Leningrad formerly, and once again, St Petersburg was the capital of Russia from 1732 to 1918, when an earlier German offensive threatened the survival of the fledgling Soviet state and necessitated the transfer of the seat of government to Moscow.

It was Lenin's Bolshevik Party that, in November 1917, ousted the original revolutionaries of March 1917 in the city of Petrograd, as St Petersburg became in 1914, to distance it from German connections, to create the birth place of the Soviet state. It was this symbolism, coupled with the city's industrial capacity – including two tank factories and several naval yards, and strategic significance – its proximity to Finland, and its importance as a transport hub that drew it to Hitler's attention during the planning stages of Operation Barbarossa.

Within the confines of such a book as this it is almost impossible to do justice to the scale of the siege. Therefore, what it is intended to do is provide the general reader of military history with a heavily illustrated overview of the campaign. There are more scholarly books, such as Harrison Salisbury's 900 Days: The Siege of Leningrad, on this topic and these are commended to the reader who wishes to learn more.
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St Isaac's Cathedral silhouetted against machine-gun fire. (From the fonds of the RGAKFD at Krasnogorsk via Nik Cornish)


Introduction

The city that became Leningrad was founded as a result of war and the ambition of Tsar Peter (the Great) to modernize his empire in 1703. It was established on the site of a former Swedish fortress at the mouth of the Neva River. By the late eighteenth century the city had expanded, although at great human cost – thousands of conscripted serfs died during the years of construction carving out building plots from the marshy forests, to become the pre-eminent city of Russia.

As the imperial capital it was only natural that revolutionaries of all persuasions should gravitate towards it and the nineteenth century witnessed a burgeoning of anti-tsarist movements. However, it was the reign of Tsar Nikolas II that was finally to witness the trio of revolutions that swept the Romanov dynasty from power. Although marginalized, the revolutionaries watched and waited until, at the height of the First World War, during March 1917 the opportunity they dreamt of presented itself. Within a week the Tsar had abdicated and was replaced with a more liberal regime named the Provisional Government. However, the Provisional Government had from the outset a rival to its power namely the Petrograd Soviet, which became the body through which Lenin's Bolshevik Party stormed to power in November 1917.

With the Russian army demobilizing and the threat of a German march on the city, Lenin transferred the government to Moscow during the summer of 1918. Although threatened with capture by the anti-Bolshevik army of General Yudenitch in 1919 and the uprising of the naval garrison at Kronstadt during 1921, the city remained firmly Bolshevik and was rewarded following the death of Lenin in 1924 by being renamed Leningrad.

This coincided with the creation of the Leningrad Military District (LMD), the premier military district of the Soviet Union. In the event of war the LMD would form Northern Front, which roughly equated with a German army group. Consequently, its responsibilities included the mobilization of air, sea and ground assets as ordered by the General Staff and the People's Commissariat for Defence (NKO).

For the next decade the LMD was at the forefront of military developments, including theories of airborne assault and deep-penetration operations as outlined by the ill-fated Marshal M. N. Tukhachevsky.

When the Soviet Union went to war with Finland in November 1939 the conduct of the responsible military district, Leningrad, was appalling. The men were ill equipped, the tactics abysmal and the approach apathetic. Therefore, it was superseded by North Western Front which was disbanded at the war's end in March 1940. Shamed from its torpor by the Russo-Finnish War the Red Army strove to modernize its forces, theories and weaponry.

However, when the Baltic States were incorporated into the Soviet Union, during the spring of 1940, a new military district was created named the Baltic Special Military District (BSMD), which was in the event of war to become North Western Front. North Western Front was tasked with defending the Baltic States and therefore the western approaches to Leningrad. The LMD now became responsible for not only the territory of the Leningrad oblast (district) but the border with Finland from the Arctic Circle and the Estonian coastline. To fulfil this part of the Soviet Defence Plan for 1941 Fourteenth Army would cover the frontier from Murmansk to Lake Onega, Seventh Army the gap between lakes Onega and Ladoga and Twenty-Third Army the Karelian Isthmus land bridge to Leningrad. Consequently, in June 1941 almost all of LMD's forces were facing the Finns. The NKO's confidence in North Western Front covering Leningrad's flank was, however, sadly misplaced as events were to show.

On 22 June 1941, when the Germans unleashed Operation Barbarossa, the commander of the LMD was Lieutenant General M. M. Popov. So concerned was he about the reliability of North Western Front's abilities to protect his flank that he ordered an inspection of the district's southern and western defences. The resulting report recommended the construction of a defensive line along the course of the Luga River from Narva to Lake Ilmen.

Facing each other on the approaches to Leningrad were Germany's Army Group North (AGN), commanded by Field Marshal Ritter von Leeb, and the BSMD, commanded by Colonel General F. I. Kuznetsov. On paper both were powerful forces: however, there the similarity ended. AGN's Sixteenth and Eighteenth armies along with Fourth Panzer Group were experienced campaigners with the clear brief to overrun the Baltic States. Then, with the support of Army Group Centre, Kronstadt the home of the Red Banner Baltic Fleet and Leningrad would be taken. Following the successful conclusion of this plan, ‘we initiate operations to seize Moscow’.

Kuznetsov's orders were less clear. Under strict instructions to avoid provoking the Germans during the early hours of Barbarossa, he effectively lost the initiative as North Western Front was penetrated in some places up to a depth of 80km. The front's three armies, Eighth, Eleventh and Twenty-Seventh, were, by early July, in complete disarray. Supply and communications systems had almost disintegrated, tactics were shown to be outmoded and air cover was disorganized. The defence line of the Dvina River had been broken, which resulted in Kuznetsov's replacement by Lieutenant General P. P. Sobenikov, but the real power was in the hands of the new chief of staff Lieutenant General N. F. Vatutin, who was ordered to restore some semblance of order to North Western Front.

None of this critical situation was overlooked by Popov or the leader of the Leningrad Communist Party, A. A. Zhdanov, a hard-line supporter of Stalin. On 4 July the Red Army's Chief of Staff, General G. K. Zhukov, instructed Popov's Northern Front to ‘immediately occupy a defence line along the Narva-Luga-Staraia Russia-Borovichi front’. Popov created the Luga Operational Group (LOG) to carry out this task. The battle for Leningrad's outermost line of defence was about to begin.
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The old regime, with Tsar Nikolas II at the extreme left of the photograph, participating in the ceremony of the Blessing of the Waters. The flags of the Guards are blessed in St Petersburg in commemoration of Christ's baptism. As the depot for the Guard's cavalry and infantry corps the city was the most im portant military district in the country. (Courtesy of the Central Museum of the Armed Forces Moscow via Nik Cornish)
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The new, Bolshevik, regime in the persons of a shore party from the Baltic Sea Fleet. Seen here checking the credentials of a civilian driver, the Baltic Fleet's sailors were amongst the most committed supporters of the Bolshevik revolution. However, when disillusion set in during 1920–1 their protests were ferociously crushed. Nevertheless, with its shipyards and the proximity of the fleet Leningrad remained an important naval base. (Courtesy of the Central Museum of the Armed Forces Moscow via Nik Cornish)
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Officers of the Red Army pose for the camera during the summer manoeuvres carried out by the Leningrad Military District between the wars. During this period the commanders of the LMD included Marshal Tukhachevsky, a pioneer military theorist who fell foul of Stalin and was purged, as well as Marshal Shaposhnikov, one of Tukhachevsky's betrayers. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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The LMD was responsible for the early period of the Russo-Finnish War, which raged from November 1939 until March 1940. The poor performance of the Red Army during this conflict encouraged Hitler's ambition to eradicate the USSR. Here a Soviet machine-gun crew advances across snowy terrain with men and weapon on skis. (From the fonds of the RGAKFD at Krasnogorsk via Nik Cornish)
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Having concluded the Finnish conflict the USSR further extended its borders by absorbing the Baltic States of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania following an ultimatum and a march through the region by Soviet cavalry from the Leningrad Military District in mid-June 1940. Estonian cavalrymen such as those seen here put up no resistance. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)


[image: images]



As the USSR recovered from the Finnish conflict and absorbed the Baltic States the Germans overran Western Europe in a series of campaigns that blooded their forces and proved the efficacy of Blitzkrieg tactics. These German soldiers are manhandling a 37mm anti-tank gun across a French stream. It would prove a less-effective weapon against Soviet armour. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)


Chapter One

A Time of Great Peril

In reality Zhukov's order to Popov had simply confirmed actions that were already underway. Work had by this time begun on the Luga Line which was to form the first barrier between AGN and Leningrad. A second line some 2l–9km out from the city was also being planned. This would run from Peterhof, through Krasnogvardeisk to Kolpino. This in turn was supported by a third line which utilized the railway line from Avtovo to Rybatskoe on the Neva River.

To coordinate the activities of Northern and North Western fronts Stalin appointed Marshal K. E. Voroshilov as their overall commander on l0 July. Voroshilov was an old friend of Stalin's from the revolutionary and civil-war days but poorly suited to the demands of modern warfare. Three days after his appointment Voroshilov announced that Leningrad would be held ‘at all costs’. Unfortunately, that same day elements of the Fourth Panzer Group crossed the Luga River and established several bridgeheads. However, these footholds were not expanded due to the firm resistance of 2nd DNO (the Soviet acronym for People's Militia Divisions), stiffened with two companies of officer cadets and the panzers lack of infantry support. Leningrad was now less than 115km away.

To the south 8th Panzer Division was acting as the advance guard of the push to Novgorod and beyond that aimed at cutting the Moscow–Leningrad railway line at Chudovo. However, Vatutin launched a counter attack at Soltsy, isolated 8th Panzer Division and reduced its armoured strength by some 50 per cent; it also gained precious time for the teams of workers labouring on the defence lines. Von Leeb decided to call a halt to the advance in order to enable AGN's supply echelons to catch up and to improve the security of AGN's rear areas, which were awash with Red Army stragglers who posed a continual threat to communications and resupply.

Finland had begun what they termed the ‘Continuation War’ with an offensive to regain the land lost during the Winter War of 1939—40. The Finns pushed back Twenty-Third Army, which was reinforced with two divisions from northern Karelia. Another two divisions from the same source went to bolster the line in Estonia where AGN's Eighteenth Army was making steady progress. The recently formed Soviet High Command, the Stavka, now began to reinforce North Western Front. The five infantry and two cavalry divisions of Thirty-Fourth Army were followed by the newly formed Forty-Eighth Army.

Both were to take up positions south of Lake Ilmen to protect Northern Front's left flank. By early August Voroshilov's ineptitude was becoming more apparent and Stalin berated him for his weakness in leading North Western Front in particular. On 8 August Eighteenth Army reached the Gulf of Finland, an event that coincided with Hitler's announcement that AGN would be reinforced by XXXIX Motorized Corps, a powerful force of two motorized and one panzer division, as well as Fliegerkorps VIII, the Luftwaffe's strongest ground support unit on the Eastern Front.

Von Leeb created three groups to undertake the conquest of Leningrad: the Northern Force to press from Narva in Estonia to Kingisepp, a vital road and rail junction to the east and less than 160km from Leningrad; it included XLI Motorized and XXXVIII army corps. The Luga Group in the centre was to strike Leningrad through the town of Luga and included LVI Motorized Corps plus 8th Panzer Division. General Erich von Manstein's LVI Motorized Corps also had orders to meet the Finns east of Lake Ladoga on the Svir River, which if he succeeded would cut Leningrad off from the rest of the Soviet Union other than by air. The Southern Group of I and XXVIII army corps would advance to the south of Leningrad, cutting the land links to Moscow and join up with the Finns. Sixteenth Army's II and X army corps would take Staraia Russia, Velkie Luki and move into the Valdai Hills. Finally, two infantry divisions of Eighteenth Army's XXVI Corps would push along the Estonian coast to Tallinn depriving the Baltic Fleet of its last base before Kronstadt itself.

In Moscow Stavka was aware of the German preparations and ordered Voroshilov to launch a pre-emptive attack in the Dno-Soltsy area on l2 August. Four of North Western Front's armies, Eleventh, Twenty-Seventh, Thirty-Fourth and Forty-Eighth, would undertake a pincer movement to encircle X Army Corps. The plan almost came unstuck as von Leeb moved first, striking with Manstein's corps. Nevertheless, Vatutin's attack also went ahead and rapidly cut off X Army Corps and penetrated 25km westwards, threatening the rear of the units heading for Novgorod. Shuffling his forces rapidly, von Leeb, by weakening his strike groups, first contained then drove back the Soviets. Although Vatutin had not achieved his objective, he had disrupted his opponent's plans but it was temporary. Between 8 and 2l August the Soviets defending the Kingisepp sector were, despite valiant efforts, driven back.

By l September all that remained of North Western Front's Eighth Army was penned into a marshy enclave around Oranienbaum on the Baltic coast.

AGN's Luga Group, having held Vatutin's attack, took Luga itself on 24 August. Novgorod had fallen to the Southern Group eight days earlier, followed by Chudovo on 20 August. Aware that Vatutin's efforts had been marginalized, Stavka reorganized. Northern Front was split into the Karelian and Leningrad fronts under Lieutenant General V. A. Frolov and Popov respectively. Popov's command included the Baltic Fleet (commanded by Admiral V. F. Tributs), Eighth, Twenty-Third and Forty-Eighth armies, as well as the local air-force units and a variety of ad hoc formations. A military council for Leningrad was formed at Stalin's insistance which included Zhdanov and Admiral N. G. Kuznetsov, amongst others. Meanwhile, Soviet forces, Fourth, Fifty-First and Fifty-Second armies, were gathering to cover the southern and western approaches to the Svir River and the town of Tikhvin to prevent the anticipated junction of the Germans and Finns.

Now AGN, reinforced by XXXIX Motorized Corps, prepared to make an all-out attack on Leningrad. This powerful corps'l8th and 20th Motorized divisions and l2th Panzer Division crashed through Forty-Eighth Army's defences on 25 August, backed up by the Stukas of Fliegerkorps VIII. As bombs and tanks shredded his men, Popov frantically pulled troops from quieter sectors but with his left flank in ribbons this was a risky move. Within four days 20th Motorized Division had reached the Neva River with l2th Panzer Division close by some days later. These two divisions were then ordered to widen the area around Shlisselburg and Lake Ladoga. The fall of Shlisselburg on 8 September completed the encirclement of Leningrad. It also marked the end of Voroshilov's involvement with the city: Stalin, disgusted with hearing the news of its fall from a German communique, resolved to sack his old friend. Zhukov was his replacement and, adhering strictly to Stalin's instructions, he demanded counter attack after counter attack in all areas. The Leningrad Military Council promised execution to anyone who retreated along with their families. Eighth Army tried but failed and was cut off in the bridgehead it would hold for over two years. But precious time was gained and the resources of AGN further worn down.

After a week of see-saw attack and counter attack, Mga station was captured as were the Siniavino Heights. To the west Krasnoe Selo, the former summer residence of the Tsars, was occupied by elements of XXXI Motorized Corps who then pressed on to reach the Pulkovo Heights on l2 September.

However, thanks to aggressive defensive fighting the highest areas around the observatory remained in Soviet hands. The Pulkovo crossroads, terminus of the Leningrad tram system's south-western line, was captured. In peacetime, for the price of a few kopecks, anyone could have travelled the llkm into the city centre.

The third week of September witnessed a series of remarkable defensive actions. At Uritsk naval infantry, with a handful of KV-l tanks fresh off the production line of the Kolpino factory, held 58th Infantry Division. At Kolpino a local DNO force fighting alongside some regulars held off two German infantry divisions less than 8km from the famous Kirov factory, which was an essential plant manufacturing and repairing tanks throughout the siege of Leningrad. Now, however, von Leeb was deprived of much of his panzer and motorized resources, which were diverted to the south to participate in Operation Typhoon, which, it was anticipated, would culminate in the capture of Moscow. As Hitler had proclaimed on 22 September, ‘I have no interest in the further existence of this large city after the defeat of Soviet Russia . . . We propose to blockade the city tightly and erase it from the earth by means of artillery fire and continuous bombardment from the air.’ It was clear to von Leeb that his depleted force would be unable to mount major offensive operations and he requested of the Fuhrer that AGN be permitted to go over to the defensive.

Although the city was now surrounded, it was not encirclement in depth. Both von Leeb and Stavka realized that measures must be taken to either firm up the siege lines or break them. And the Russian winter was coming.
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(Above) Mussolini's (seen here to the left of Hitler) Italy contributed over 200,000 troops to Army Group South but only 4 MAS torpedo boats to the ill-fated Axis Naval Detachment K that operated on Lake Ladoga. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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At midday on 22 June l94l Molotov, the Commissar for Foreign Affairs and Stalin's right-hand man, broadcast to the USSR announcing the German invasion. It was noted at the time that his voice was 1. The message was one of German deceit and perfidy but ended, ‘Victory will be ours’. (From the fonds of the RGAKFD at Krasnogorsk via Nik Cornish)
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A PzKpfw 35(t) passes a farmhouse in Lithuania during the early days of Operation Barbarossa. This Czech-built vehicle was on the establishment of 6th Panzer Division and already obsolete in 1941. As part of XLI Panzer Corps, the division suffered heavy casualties in the fighting along the Luga River in August l94l. The division was transferred to Army Group Centre in late September for the drive on Moscow, thus depriving AGN of one of its few armoured units. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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A KV-2 Soviet Heavy Assault Tank, designed as a ‘bunker buster’ not for tank-to-tank combat. Disabled by German fire, it was probably part of 2nd Armoured Division, XII Mechanized Corps which was engaged in the fighting in Lithuania as part of the North Western Front. Production of this type ended in October l94l. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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However, the advancing German forces did not enjoy a run of alloyed success on the road to Leningrad. A BMW Rl2 motorcycle combination from the reconnaissance battalion of SS Division Totenkopf captured near Daugavpils, the second city of Latvia. During this period a complaint was lodged with the corps commander regarding the behaviour of Totenkopf men following the capture of Kraslava in early July. (Courtesy of the Central Museum of the Armed Forces Moscow via Nik Cornish)
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Posed beneath images of Stalin and Lenin Soviet officers await interrogation. The haul of POWs taken by AGN was nowhere near as impressive as those of Army Group Centre and Army Group South. This was due as much to von Leeb's more cautious approach to far-ranging pincer movements as to the almost primeval nature of the terrain. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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In late June Popov received authorization to raise People's Militia Divisions (DNO) from Leningrad's civilian population. Zhdanov appealed for fighters and some 160,000 volunteers came forward to fill the ranks of eight DNO. These formations took heavy casualties in the fighting in front of Leningrad. A total of 20 worker's battalions of 500 women apiece were created for the city's internal defence. One such unit is seen here crossing one of the city's many bridges. (Courtesy of TASS via Nik Cornish)
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The flanks of the advancing panzer formations were to be guarded by the long-suffering infantry. Marching hundreds of kilometres over unmade roads took its toll on men and their horse-drawn transport. Of greater concern than blistered feet was the ever-present threat from Red Army units that were cut off but chose to fight on. The forests and marshes on the approaches were ideal ambush country, which the Soviets exploited at every opportunity. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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As the supply lines of AGN grew ever longer and more tenuous forward units began to rely more and more on air supply. Here a unit of JU 52 transport aircraft lines up at an extemporized airfield to the west of Leningrad to airlift medical supplies, ammunition and fuel to the panzer spearheads. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)


[image: images]



These newly mobilized infantrymen, possibly a DNO formation, are heading for 1st Panzer Division's bridgehead at Sabsk on the Luga River. (From the fonds of the RGAKFD at Krasnogorsk via Nik Cornish)
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Zhdanov mobilized over 200,000 civilians to work on the defensive system around Leningrad. As one remembered, ‘women volunteers are camouflaging the trenches, artistically, masterfully, femininely’. (Courtesy of the Central Museum of the Armed Forces Moscow via Nik Cornish)
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Pictured here in their zeltbahn, camouflage tent sections, two German scouts prepare for a mission to probe the Soviet defences south of Narva. For many of the German troops, more accustomed to an urban lifestyle, the eeriness and silence of the marshes and forests on the approaches to Leningrad conjured up images from Grimm's nastier fairy tales. Officers of the Totenkopf Division were allowed to remove their rank insignia to reduce casualties from well-concealed snipers. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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A trophy of war pressed into service with the SS Totenkopf Division. This T-26 tank, marked with the white turret cross, was armed with a 45mm gun. Hundreds of Soviet armoured fighting vehicles were abandoned through lack of fuel or mechanical failure during the retreat to Leningrad. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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A typical Red Army counter attack during the summer of 1941. The high command demanded that all German attacks be countered in the shortest possible time, regardless of the circumstances. Consequently, many were launched with little or no reconnaissance or artillery preparation. Needless to say, the price in blood was high. (Courtesy of the Central Museum of the Armed Forces Moscow via Nik Cornish)
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One of the finest Soviet tanks the KV-1, ironically named in honour of Marshal Klim' Voroshilov, goes into action with close infantry support. At the outbreak of the war on the Eastern Front Soviet armoured doctrine was overwhelmingly in favour of close cooperation between infantry and tanks. This resulted in the commitment of small groups of tanks that were no match for the experience of the concentrations brought to bear by the Germans, despite the superiority of Soviet armour. (Courtesy of the Central Museum of the Armed Forces Moscow via Nik Cornish)
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A column of German panzer IIIs negotiates a narrow causeway through a marshy forest to the west of Leningrad. The terrain through which AGN advanced became increasingly difficult for vehicles to cross the nearer it came to the city. The possibility of mines seeding tracks such as this was high. The crew are driving with the hatches open to reduce the temperature inside. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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For the Finns the advance to their 1939 border was sufficient. They dug in during mid-September 1941, having achieved their prime objective. Their participation in the capture of Leningrad was not deemed crucial by the Germans. This Finnish machine-gun team is operating a Maxim gun model 1910 on its two-wheeled mounting. A simple and reliable weapon, it was ideally suited for the harsh terrain of Karelia. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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Amidst the sand dunes part of the Baltic Fleet's coastal defences around their forward base at Libau in Latvia. The city was captured by 291st Infantry Division. Tragically, the dunes were also witness to the ghastly massacres perpetrated by Einsatzgruppen A that followed in the wake of AGN to carry out Hitler's racial policies. Alongside Latvian collaborators, the Germans killed upwards of 7,000 Jews in this area. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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The view from the remains of the Pulkovo observatory. In November 1917 the Pulkovo Heights, which rise to over 300ft, had been the scene of Kerensky's only military adventure against the newly installed Bolshevik government. Kerensky's men got no further than Hitler's. The lenses and other equipment had been removed immediately prior to the German attack. (From the fonds of the RGAKFD at Krasnogorsk via Nik Cornish)
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Stukas of Fliegerkorps VIII take off into the dawn in support of AGN's major push against Leningrad in September 1941. Due to its potency FK VIII was only deployed by order of Hitler or Goering. It was commanded by General Wolfram von Richthofen (he was a cousin of the Red Baron) who was a severe critic of von Leeb's prosecution of the campaign. When it was withdrawn Luftflotte I was AGN's only air asset. (Nik Cornish at Stavka)
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