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To my late father Harry who gave his utmost and my father-in-law Branko who gave his life, fighting for the cause of all good men:

Smrt fašizmu, sloboda narodu.
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Not very long ago a Soviet colleague, remarking on The Road to Stalingrad which preceded this present study, wagged an admonitory finger in my direction, deploring and disparaging any talk of ‘Stalin’s war with Germany’. The ‘Great Patriotic War’, which lasted from 22 June 1941 to 9 May 1945 and spanned 1,418 days, could not and should not, he said, be so personalized. On the contrary, it was the saga of the Soviet people and a fiery vindication of the resilience of the Soviet state, a record of sacrifice and achievement (coupled with the exertions of the Communist Party) whereby the burden of this, the most gruelling of all wars, was carried through to a triumphant end. The record speaks for itself. In the course of 1,320 days of active military operations (93 per cent of the entire wartime period) the Red Army destroyed or disabled 506.5 German divisions in the east, while Germany’s sullen satellites lost a further 100 divisions as the price of participating in the war against the Soviet Union. Out of the grand total of Germany’s losses of 13,600,000 killed, wounded, missing and made prisoner, Soviet military statisticians reckon that no less than 10,000,000 men met a grim fate on the Eastern Front.

The horrendous carnage was also accompanied by a mighty clash of war machines, the Red Army claiming the battlefield destruction of 48,000 enemy tanks, 167,000 guns and almost 77,000 aircraft, while Soviet war industry, having carried through the greatest enforced industrial migration in history, furnished the battlefronts with no less than 78,000 tanks and 16,000 self-propelled guns, 108,028 combat aircraft, 12 million rifles and carbines, 6 million sub-machineguns, almost 98,000 field guns and 110,000 lorries. By these demonstrations, whatever the scale of measurement, the decisive role in defeating the ‘Fascist bloc’ was played by the Soviet Union. Superiority over the enemy was finally attained but this was no mere matter of numbers, for true superiority lay in Soviet economic performance, in the Soviet political system and in the ideology of socialist society, with the Communist Party playing its vital role as ‘leader, organizer and inspirer’. So runs the Soviet argument.

None can gainsay the gigantic effort by Soviet society nor gloss over the grievous hurts inflicted upon it, that numbing catalogue of bestiality, devastation, hardship and illimitable private griefs. Yet in these seemingly bloodless recapitulations of what was the bloodiest of conflicts, the name of Stalin is used sparingly,

if at all. Ironically, the suppression of one form of personalization, ‘Stalin’s war’, was largely engineered and exploited to pander to other vanities and to bolster other pretensions, producing ‘Khrushchev’s war’ followed in turn by ‘Brezhnev’s war’, hence the thriving trade in manufactured memoirs and dubious adjustments to historical narratives. With the demise of Leonid Brezhnev, we might expect yet more versions, though ‘Andropov’s war’ would appear to be somewhat improbable.

The doctoring of history notwithstanding, the significance of Stalin as a war leader cannot be so easily erased from any appraisal of the Great Patriotic War or even the Second World War as a whole. His is perforce the ghost at any feast of retrospective reputations, whether it is the Party preening itself as the focus of national unity—when Stalin himself acknowledged almost at the outset that the Russian people were not fighting ‘for us’, only for Mother Russia—or the military first salvaging, then embellishing, its honour or indeed any individual usurpation of status. That any evaluation of Stalin as war leader must inevitably involve either panegyric or apologia has been brilliantly belied by Averell Harriman in a recent publication, Stalinism, edited by G.R. Urban; here is historical reality, which shuns melodrama and makes no recourse to pseudo-psychological explanation.

I do not see that formal recognition of Stalin’s role as war leader must necessarily diminish any collective achievement or repudiate any individual sacrifice. On the contrary, the very singularity of Stalin’s style in operating the system (one largely fashioned at his own behest) tends rather to magnify many aspects of Soviet performance at the front and in the rear alike. Not least, the overall ‘command and control’ of the entire war machine as well as the particular resolution of strategic issues was frequently degraded or distorted as a result of those chillingly brusque, characteristically brute interventions by Stalin, generated by what Professor Leonard Schapiro has called an ‘inordinate suspiciousness’, be it of persons, plans or proposals. Yet action was forthcoming, even to the point of near impossible achievement in the field or in the workshops, when Stalin sent out signals of such terrifying import: ‘I demand more. This is my last warning.’ ‘More’ usually materialized.

It is this problem, the properties of the man and the performance of the system—both operating under maximum stress—which I have tried to approach in this volume. Obviously the operational narrative must take precedence, though I trust that such priority has not totally obscured other features of the wartime scene, what might be called the social dimension (presently attracting more of the attention of Soviet historians—one could conjecture that this has some relevance to ‘post-attack recovery’, to use the language of modern strategic studies). Here paradoxes certainly abound, one of the most taxing being the relationship between centralized (indeed super-centralized) control and the role of improvisation, again both in the field and in the war industry. In many respects the operational command system was improvised, through a process of desperate trial and serious

error, a lesson not lost on present-day Soviet military planners preoccupied with the problem of combining centralized strategic direction with decentralized battle management. Nor can the factor of ‘style’, the distinctiveness for good or ill of the Soviet style of war, be excluded from these quite urgent explorations and discussions, which also in their own way turn on the relationship between the man (or the men) and the system.

Such a concatenation of the past with the present, together with the multiplicity of versions tailored to the times, virtually impelled me to compile two books, one a military–political narrative, the other (subsumed under References and Sources) more in the nature of a commentary on materials. Under that latter rubric, comprising compilation with commentary, I have attempted to span both past and present, using the categories of non-Soviet works, captured German military documents (supplemented by printed war diaries), Soviet publications, and finally, East European contributions where relevant. In particular, with respect to Soviet sources, I was anxious not merely to identify a specific page reference but also to delineate the context of, say, an entire chapter, the structure of an article or the wider discussion of a theme or topic. In yet another vein, though one no less important to me, I had it in mind to convey for readers not wholly familiar with Soviet publications either for reasons of language or accessibility the several flavours, not a few of which are tinged with wormwood, diffused throughout these pages. Nevertheless, the intimidating mass of Soviet publication, with more than 15,000 volumes devoted to the Great Patriotic War, rules out any claim to comprehensive coverage. What I have assembled by way of formal bibliography can only be avowedly and admittedly selective.

At the risk of being overly cumbersome in explanation I should mention those problems associated with ‘weights and measures’, registration of time (or timings) and treatment of proper names. There seemed to be no easy escape from an ungainly and inconvenient admixture of miles with kilometres, or yards with metres, and so on; this was no laxity or oversight on my part, for it stems in the first instance from extreme reluctance to interfere with the substance of documentation. While the translations are mine, I have kept the original metric measurement if that was used and vice versa. In any event, to go for one or the other would have meant altering the records of inter-Allied exchanges, where each side tended to use its own measurement terms, hence my leaving them as they were uttered (or recorded). As for the registration of time and timing, where Soviet military documents, reports and narratives state timings in terms of the 24-hour clock (as in 0630 hours and the like), this I have also retained, otherwise reverting to the conventional and conversational mode. Proper names present difficulties all their own, causing me to infringe my own pedantic rule over documents, to the further vexation of the purist. For example, my own rule in translating Soviet documents would render Šubašić or Beneš as ‘Shubashich’ and ‘Benesh’, or Winston Churchill as ‘Uinston Cherchill’ (complete with soft sign); indeed, the convention of diacritic points is not always observed and I therefore

proposed the compromise of confining the full notation of proper names to the index. Like all compromises, an imperfect solution.

As the time taken first to write and then perforce to rewrite substantial portions of this book expanded, so did the catalogue of my indebtedness both to individuals and to institutions grow proportionately. It is all too plain to see what guidance and insight I have gained from previous publications on the war in the east, primarily the splendid writings of Professor Earl F. Ziemke, in particular his Stalingrad to Berlin: The German Defeat in the East, Colonel Albert Seaton’s comprehensive analysis in The Russo-German War 1941–1945 and his study of Stalin as a war leader, the work on Soviet partisans in World War II edited by Professor John A. Armstrong (published by the University of Wisconsin Press), together with the revised edition of Professor A. Dallin’s monumental and quite invaluable monograph, German Rule in Russia. It was from Professor Dallin that I first learned how to work my way into and through the captured German records, a tutorial experience supplemented by lessons in the kind of rigour necessary in dealing with German materials exemplified in David Irving’s Hitler’s War. Nor can I omit mention of the benevolent and beneficial instruction in the modes of wartime diplomacy I derived from Sir Llewellyn Woodward’s peerless five-volume history of British foreign policy, published by H.M. Stationery Office. In approaching that most distressing and anguished issue, the Polish question, I owe much to Professor Edward J. Rozek and his study, Allied Wartime Diplomacy: A Pattern in Poland, as well as to his personal elaboration of key documents.

I count myself singularly fortunate in having been able to work with the late Alexander Werth and the late Cornelius Ryan, thus bringing me into contact not only with fine writers but also their voluminous holdings. Helping to edit Alexander Werth’s own book Russia at War was a unique experience and taught me much of wartime Russia as seen by a highly gifted observer, an advantage further supplemented by the unselfish generosity of the lady who made a complete collection of Soviet War News available to me. For the further illumination of the printed page and the formality of documents I can only record the extensive and unstinted assistance of senior Soviet commanders, Soviet military historians and Soviet soldiers, none of whom were sparing with their time or patience in appraising those wide variations in memoir literature or evaluating documentary evidence. Here none, I think, can quarrel with a tribute to the major contributions of Academician A.M. Samsonov, of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, author and editor of works which no historian, Soviet or non-Soviet, can afford to neglect.

Help has also flowed in liberally from many other quarters. For example, David Fisher and Anthony Read freely discussed the nature of their quest for ‘Lucy’ and the implications of their findings. Michael Parrish, Indiana University, author of a massive bibliographical work on the Soviet Union at war, kept me through our mutual exchanges abreast of important publications, while the business of my obtaining these same sources owes so much to Mme Kira A. Caiafa, for whose advice and expertise I am deeply grateful. Obtaining books is but one

aspect of producing a book and here I have been in the extremely capable hands of Susan Loden, Dr Robert Baldock and Benjamin Buchan of Weidenfeld and Nicolson (Publishers), deftly combining the mechanisms of publishing with the balm of psychology. The most gruelling task, however, fell to Miss K.U. Brown of Defence Studies in the University of Edinburgh, who took charge of the manuscript at every stage in highly skilful fashion, so that her secretarial expertise and managerial competence have been an indispensable element in completing this work.

These past few years have been largely taken up with traversing these two roads, the one to Stalingrad, the other to Berlin. It has been both an academic and a personal trek, shared by my wife Ljubica who first pointed me in this direction and who has endured so many of the pains and penalties involved in journeys of this kind. But, in the last resort, all and any responsibility for mistaking the route, for misreading the signs and even for inadvertently misconstruing or misunderstanding the actions and motives of all those—high or low—who mapped or traversed these gruesome highways, must remain mine.



John Erickson
University of Edinburgh
1982
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‘Surrender is Ruled Out’: The End at Stalingrad
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In a matter of only days, from 19 to 23 November 1942, the impossible, the unthinkable and the unimaginable happened on the Eastern Front. The formidable German Sixth Army commanded by General Friedrich von Paulus was caught in a giant Soviet encirclement west of Stalingrad.

Two powerful Soviet armoured thrusts, striking from Kletskaya to the north of the city and from the ‘Beketovka bell’ to the south, hurled aside the flimsy Rumanian divisions covering the German flanks and raced to link up near Sovetskii, a dozen or so miles south-east of Kalach, on 22 November. The shock of the Soviet counter-offensive seemed to numb the Führer, who evinced great nervousness and whose headquarters gave no firm lead or instruction; at best there was only confusion or contradiction, with Col.-Gen. von Weichs, commander-in-chief of Army Group B, first receiving permission to act independently and then having it rescinded almost at once. For von Paulus, the extent of the disaster became all too plain at midday on 21 November, when Soviet tanks burst through not many miles from Sixth Army’s own HQ at Golubinskaya and the headquarters had to be hurriedly transferred to the railway station at Gumrak, west of Stalingrad.

As events took a nightmarish turn on 21 November, von Paulus at his temporary command post at the mouth of the river Chir contacted Army Group B and proposed pulling the seriously endangered Sixth Army back to the block of territory between the rivers Don and Chir, a move to which von Weichs apparently assented. However, the Führer’s own radio message in the evening ordered Stalingrad and the Volga front to be held at all costs, requiring von Paulus and his staff to return to the Stalingrad area and Sixth Army to set up a circular defence. ‘Further instructions’ would follow. But time was running out for von Paulus, and on 22 November the shape of the Kessel—the trap—became clearer. Soviet tank columns had already covered almost 150 miles from their initial positions at Kletskaya and Beketovka; no less than seven Soviet rifle armies with up to sixty divisions piling up behind them were closing on Sixth Army, whose land communications were practically severed, hemming in the German divisions west and south of Stalingrad.


The Kessel, the Stalingrad ‘cauldron’, stretched for about thirty-five miles from the east at Stalingrad to the west and some twenty miles from north to south, the encirclement line assuming the sinister and gruesomely symbolic shape of a flattened skull with its ‘nose’ protruding to the south-west. Five German corps headquarters (4th, 8th, 11th, 51st, and XIV Panzer Corps) stood on the bare steppe, isolated like their component twenty German divisions (and elements of two Rumanian divisions) from the main body of the German army and sliced away from their nearest neighbour, General Hoth’s Fourth Panzer Army whose units had also been sundered by the Soviet southern thrust. As von Paulus hurried to his Gumrak HQ, battle-fatigued German divisions dug in where they could along the perimeter line. Inside the shattered and fire-blackened ruination of Stalingrad six German battle groups defied blinding weariness to hold cellars, rooms, sections of skeletal factories won after weeks of the gruelling hand-to-hand fighting which raged by day and night. In round figures, some 240,000 men—though not the 400,000 first feared by the German High Command—with over 100 tanks, 1,800 guns and 10,000 assorted vehicles, were presently trapped, battered but maintaining good order, with the hard-bitten among them mocking their predicament of being ‘the mice in the mousetrap’ and impatient for release or relief, defiantly recalling that this was by no means the first Kessel to appear in the east.

At two o’clock on the afternoon of 22 November, von Paulus and his Chief of Staff, Maj.-Gen. Schmidt, flew into the ‘pocket’ and to their new HQ at Gumrak, alongside 51st Corps HQ. Encirclement appeared to be imminent, and in the evening von Paulus confirmed it. Though Sixth Army had to be saved from being chopped to pieces and the greater danger of being taken in the rear, von Paulus and his five corps commanders agreed on the need for an early break-out, with 51st Corps commander, General von Seydlitz-Kurzbach taking the lead in pressing this course, a break-out to the south-west. At 1800 hours (22 November), von Paulus summed up his position in a radio message to Army Group B: encirclement was now an accomplished fact, with Sixth Army attempting to build defensive lines; but fuel was fast running out, ammunition seriously depleted and rations sufficient only for six more days; the Sixth Army would strive to hold the area between the Volga and the Don though this must be contingent on plugging the gap ripped through the Rumanians to the south and on Sixth Army receiving supplies by air. Failing this, Sixth Army must perforce abandon Stalingrad itself and the northern sector, attack in full strength on the southern front in order to link up once more with Fourth Panzer Army. To attack westwards could only invite disaster.

Von Paulus waited, brooded and pondered. Von Seydlitz-Kurzbach acted, determined to force the issue while time still remained. On his personal orders, elements of 51st Corps in the course of 23 November blew up or burned everything not needed for a break-out operation and began to pull back for about five miles on the Yersovka sector towards the northern edge of Stalingrad.

Accompanied by spectacular, flaring explosions German units abandoned their deep-dug winter bunkers only to be caught on open ground where Chuikov’s 62nd Army, manning their own positions in Stalingrad, decimated the German 94th Infantry Division with a mass attack. The few survivors of the 94th finally wound up with the 16th and 24th Panzer divisions, but the sacrifice of an entire division failed to start that south-westerly push which von Seydlitz believed to be the sole salvation of Sixth Army.

The gravity of the situation, together with further pleas from von Paulus for freedom of action, had by now fully impressed itself on von Weichs at Army Group B. In a lengthy signal sent on the evening of 23 November to the German high command, von Weichs fully supported plans for a break-out by Sixth Army, which could not be supplied effectively by air—only one-tenth of the essential items could be delivered in view of weather conditions and the lack of transport aircraft—while any attempt to break in to Sixth Army from outside the encircling ring must entail considerable delay, by which time Sixth Army would have run out of food and ammunition. Whatever the cost in weapons and equipment, Sixth Army must forthwith attempt to break out to the south-west: the alternative was for the army to starve to death. With the express permission of von Weichs, Paulus transmitted his own signal to the Führer, stressing that the gaps to the west and south-west could not be closed, that fuel and ammunition were running desperately low, and guns had fired off their remaining shells—Sixth Army faced being wiped out in a short time unless it fought its way out to the south-west, a move fully supported by all the corps commanders in Sixth Army.

Hitler arrived in his East Prussian ‘Wolfsschanze’ HQ on 23 November, having left Obersalzberg the previous evening. For all the frantic chatter of the teleprinters and the buzz of radio signals, no decision had as yet been taken to determine the fortunes of Sixth Army, even as heavier fighting developed on the northern and southern sectors of the ‘pocket’. During the course of the evening conference at the Wolfsschanze it seemed at this stage that General Zeitzler, Army Chief of Staff, had persuaded the Führer of the logic and the overweening necessity of authorizing Sixth Army’s break-out; Zeitzler even alerted Army Group B that the relevant orders would soon be forthcoming. However, a hint of Hitler’s obduracy and his deepest instinct to hold Stalingrad at all costs and to pinion Sixth Army came with his reaction to news of von Seydlitz’s unauthorized withdrawal: ironically and fantastically, von Paulus became suspect as less than steadfast, whereupon Hitler detached 51st Corps from Sixth Army and put von Seydlitz in command of the north-east sector, personally responsible to the Führer. This hardly settled the fate of Sixth Army but the decisions of the morning of 24 November and the intervention of Reichsmarschall Göring, guaranteeing the supply of the encircled army—by air—tipped the scales decisively. Festung Stalingrad would hold and stand fast.

Göring’s undertaking, which directly contradicted the advice of his own air commanders, was given ‘frivolously’, in the words of von Manstein, who was

now summoned by Hitler to take command of the newly created Army Group Don comprising Sixth Army, Fourth Panzer Army and two Rumanian armies. The new army group would halt the Soviet advance westwards and mount a counter-blow, which would also accomplish the relief of Stalingrad. To sustain itself Sixth Army radioed that it required a daily delivery of 750 metric tons (380 tons of food, 250 tons of ammunition and 120 of fuel); the Luftwaffe transport command considered 350 tons to be a feasible daily target, though one dependent on the availability of aircraft, adequate ground organization outside the Kessel and four landing fields inside it. In spite of the fact that Luftflotte IV could muster only 298 aircraft—little more than half needed for the full lift—Göring nevertheless promised a daily delivery of 500 tons, apparently reckoning on the possibility of whisking transport planes from other theatres. Of the Russian winter and the vigorous presence of the Soviet air force, he took no account.

Keyed up to expect orders to break out, the men of the Sixth Army received the Führer’s order of 24 November to stand fast within their ‘temporary encirclement’ with a mixture of resignation, complacency and stoicism. Hitler’s order to von Paulus not only stipulated that Sixth Army should remain on the Volga but also pinpointed the precise geographical area which the encircled divisions should hold; supplies would be delivered and in due course the relief of the entire army. With the break-out plans scrapped, divisions regrouped and redeployed within the Kessel with all possible speed, with 24th and 16th Panzer Divisions holding the northern front closest to the Volga; the 113th Infantry Division and 60th Motorized to their left; three divisions (76th, 384th and 44th) clinging to the north-western sector; the 3rd Motorized Division stationed in the south-western ‘nose’; and the southern sector manned by the 29th Motorized Division, 297th and 371st Divisions (plus the remnants of the 20th Rumanian Division). Two divisions, 14th Panzer and 9th Anti-Aircraft (Flak) Divisions, formed a mobile reserve; the German 71st, 295th, 100th, 79th, 305th and 389th Divisions held the eastern sector and positions in Stalingrad itself. The nearest German units were by now twenty-five miles away.

On 25 November, Luftwaffe transport aircraft took off for Pitomnik, fighting the deteriorating weather and steadily increasing forces of Soviet fighters. The loads delivered at once fell far short of the barest needs of Sixth Army. Inside the ring German troops attacked the frozen ground, grimly attentive to the task of hacking out weapon pits and blasting trenches, in many cases entrenchments to replace stout bunkers not occupied by Russians. Far away in distant East Prussia, the Führer remained unaffected, being on 25 November ‘confident about the position of Sixth Army’—‘Der Führer ist hinsichtlich der Lage der 6. Armee zuversichtlich’. Thus were the first nails of procrastination and self-delusion driven into what was soon to become the coffin of the German Sixth Army.

*   *   *


If Hitler’s confidence was dangerously premature and grievously misplaced, Stalin could sensibly anticipate growing and grandiose gains. Operation Uranus, the encirclement of enemy forces on ‘the Stalingrad axis’, was only one phase in the constellation of Soviet operations aimed at the entire southern wing of the German armies in the east. Uranus was to be followed in rapid succession by Saturn, a mammoth outer sweep aimed directly at Rostov-on-Don and designed to seal off the German Army Group A fighting in the Caucasus. With the German southern wing smashed in, the prospects were dazzling indeed and loaded with intimations of decisive strategic success. The road to the Dnieper would be opened, and with it access once more to the coalmines and power stations of the Donbas and the eastern Ukraine.

The Soviet war industry urgently needed more coal and increased supplies of power. Although a new industrial base had been expanded in Siberia and the Urals, these plants were also suffering from serious shortages of fuel, power and metals: total fuel resources presently available were only half of what they had been in 1941, a sombre point emphasized by Voznesenskii in his report to the Central Committee in November 1942. In particular, the vital Chelyabinsk tank factories were critically short of fuel, power and raw materials. With the liberation of the north Caucasus, at least a portion of the grain lands would be won back and oil resources also supplemented. Nor was Stalin’s attention directed exclusively to the southern theatre. In Leningrad, suffering its own agonies in the fearful siege, Govorov had submitted plans for two offensive operations at Schlusselburg and Uritsk, designed to ‘raise the blockade of Leningrad in order to secure rail traffic along the Ladoga canal and thus establish normal traffic between Leningrad and the rest of the country’. These plans went to the Stavka between 17 and 22 November; not much later, on 2 December, the Leningrad and Volkhov Front commands received orders to breach the German blockade with the ‘Schlusselburg operation’, timed for 1 January 1943 and codenamed Iskra (‘Spark’).

As soon as Uranus reached its final stage, Vasilevskii raced north on Stalin’s express instruction to complete the operational planning for Saturn with the Voronezh and South-Western Front commands. Before leaving Serafimovich, Vasilevskii had held a series of preliminary conversations with Vatutin on the role of the South-Western Front in the forthcoming offensive. On 25 November with the hazards of the journey behind them, the Stavka officers left Golikov’s HQ on the Voronezh Front and went by truck to the area of 6th Army which was under the command of Kharitonov. Like Volskii, Kharitonov was another of Vasilevskii’s protégés; as 9th Army commander in May 1942, Kharitonov had been closely involved in the bloody disaster of the Kharkov offensive, after which Stalin had relieved him of his command and wanted him tried by court-martial, or rather the special tribunals which formally degraded the luckless and the scapegoats. On Vasilevskii’s intervention Stalin waived the retribution and gave Kharitonov another chance, this time with 6th Army.


After examining the terrain and investigating enemy dispositions facing Lt.-Gen. Kharitonov’s 6th Army, the Stavka officers left for a further conference on 26 November with Vatutin. The next day they conducted a final survey of the operational area. That night Vasilevskii submitted his proposals to Stalin for launching Saturn:



To facilitate the administration of the forces of the South-Western Front for the forthcoming operation, it is suggested that as expeditiously as possible the troops of 1st Guards Army, which at the moment are included in Lieutenant-General V.I. Kuznetsov’s operational group, be reorganized into the 1st Guards Army, Kuznetsov be appointed commander and an administration be set up for him. The remaining formations of 1st Guards Army, operating on the line river Don, Drivaya and Chir as far as Chernyshevskaya, be split off into an independent [army]—3rd Guards under Lieutenant-General D.D. Lelyushenko (who is at present in command of these troops). The front from Chernyshevskaya to the mouth of the river Chir, that is, as far as the junction with the Stalingrad Front, be assigned primarily to the troops of 5th Tank Army.

Most immediate aim of the operation to be the destruction of the 8th Italian Army and Operational Group ‘Hollidt’, for which South-Western Front to establish two assault groupings: one on the right flank with 1st Guards Army (six rifle divisions, one tank corps, and reinforcements) to attack from bridgehead south of Verkhnyi Mamon in a southerly direction towards Millerovo; second [grouping]—on 3rd Guards Army front to the east of Bokovskaya (five rifle divisions and one mechanized corps) to attack simultaneously from east to west also on Millerovo to tighten encirclement ring. Further, after destruction of 8th Italian Army, after the exit of mobile forces at the Northern Donets and seizure of crossings in the area of Likhaya, to establish favourable positions for a renewal of the offensive against Rostov.

To secure the operation from the north-west and west a shock group of 6th Army Voronezh Front (five rifle divisions and two tank corps) must attack from south-west of Verkhnyi Mamon in direction of Kantemirovka–Voloshino.

Readiness of troops for operations—10 December. By that time it is necessary to complete movement of reinforcements assigned by the Stavka to South-Western Front, five rifle divisions, three tank corps, one mechanized corps, six independent tank regiments, 16 artillery and mortar regiments: and for 6th Army Voronezh Front—three rifle divisions, one tank corps, seven artillery and mortar regiments.

5th Tank Army must be committed in the immediate future to the destruction of enemy forces in the area of Chernyshevskaya–Tormosin–Morozovsk to obtain a more definite isolation in the south-west of enemy forces encircled in Stalingrad, with a view to developing its offensive further towards Tatsinskaya in order to exit on the line of the Northern Donets. [VIZ, 1966 (1), p. 19.]



Stalin raised no objection to these proposals. Vatutin and Golikov were now to get down to detailed operational planning, so that all plans could be submitted, scrutinized and approved by early December. The reinforcements would be forthcoming, and the General Staff would report separately on the movement of these units. To free Vatutin for Saturn, Chistyakov’s 21st Army with 26th and

4th Tank Corps, would be handed over to the Don Front for operations along the inner encirclement. Even more important, Vasilevskii would be free to devote his full attention to reducing ‘the ring’—on this, Stalin was emphatic:



Enemy forces encircled at Stalingrad must be liquidated.… That is an extremely important matter.… Mikhailov [Vasilevskii] must concentrate on that task alone. As for the preparations for operation Saturn, let Vatutin and Kuznetsov get busy with that. Moscow will help them. [IVOVSS, 3, p. 43.]



At this point Stalin nursed the highest hopes of decisive strategic success against the whole southern wing of the German armies, but everything depended on a rapid reduction of the encircled Sixth Army in order to free Soviet troops for the new offensive operations. Time and time again Stalin urged rapid ‘liquidation’ on the Stavka officers and Front commanders, and early in December he became utterly demanding in this matter. He had meanwhile built up a special and extremely powerful reserve which he apparently intended to loose against Rostov when the situation turned in his favour—the 2nd Guards Army, formed from the 1st Reserve Army in the Tambov-Morshansk area under the Stavka order of 23 October. This new formation was one of the most formidable in the Red Army, and now received orders to move to the Stalingrad area at top speed; Malinovskii, formerly a deputy commander of the Voronezh Front, took over the army command from Kreizer (who remained as deputy commander). Biryuzov had been summoned at two hours’ notice from 48th Army to take over as chief of staff. But very shortly 2nd Guards was at the centre of a major Soviet dilemma, whom to strike down first—Paulus in his huge, bristling ‘hedgehog’, or Manstein who was leading the de-blockading force?

On 21 November Manstein had been ordered south from Vitebsk to take over ‘Army Group Don’, which would include Fourth Panzer Army, Sixth Army and 3rd and 4th Rumanian Armies; Army Group B comprised 8th Italian, 2nd Hungarian and Second German Armies. When at the end of the month Army Group Don, standing now between Army Group B and A, took over the Don-Volga area, the situation looked bleak, though at the time of Manstein’s assumption of his new command a moment of relative calm had settled. The situation between the Don and the Chir had been momentarily stabilized and the line presently held by Armeeabteilung Hollidt, formed from units scratched up on the Chir. Out of the wave of men swept down by the first Soviet attacks, Colonel of Panzertruppen Wenck had formed ‘screens’ made up of motley units assembled from the roadsides and headquarters. Manstein used the Wenck-Hollidt group to bar the way on the Don-Chir front against any Soviet attack against Rostov. He also proposed to use General Hollidt’s Armeeabteilung in an attack on Kalach to burst into the Stalingrad ‘ring’; while from the south Armeegruppe Hoth (with XLVII Panzer Corps) would attack from Kotelnikovo in the direction of the Stalingrad ‘ring’, to roll up the western or southern Soviet encirclement. In the event, Operation Wintergewitter (‘Winter Tempest’) was mounted by Armeegruppe

Hoth from the south with 232 tanks; Armeeabteilung Hollidt was also to have struck out for Stalingrad, but remained pinned down by ceaseless Soviet attacks. On 2 December, Manstein and Hoth considered the final plan for the break-in from the south, an attack west of the railway line running from Kotelnikov–Shutovo–Abganerovo after taking the line of the river Aksai; after the elimination of Soviet forces between the Aksai and the Myshovka, they were to advance north-eastwards in order to make contact with Sixth Army south-west of Tundotov railway station. The attack was provisionally fixed for 8 December, but the Panzer divisions had still not reached their positions and at this time rain made the going difficult. Col.-Gen. Hoth nevertheless finally decided to attack on 12 December, irrespective of whether or not 17th Panzer Division had arrived to fill out XLVII Panzer Corps.

At the beginning of December, the German command had managed to establish a strong circular defence for the encircled Sixth Army and had momentarily halted Soviet troops on the outer encirclement; more than half the available Soviet strength was tied down on the inner encirclement holding Sixth Army. The liquidation of Sixth Army had been assigned primarily to the Don Front and to 62nd, 64th and 57th Armies of the Stalingrad Front; on 27 November, 21st Army and its supporting tank corps was assigned to the Don Front, and Col.-Gen. Vasilevskii ordered by Stalin to supervise the elimination of ‘the pocket’. On 30 November Vasilevskii issued a revised version of his earlier orders for operations against Sixth Army’s ‘hedgehog’—the Don and Stalingrad Fronts were to attack from the south, west and north-east, once again with the object of splitting the pocket and joining up in Gumrak; the main attack would be delivered from west to east. The Don Front would attack with 21st, 6th and 24th Armies along the river Rossoshka-Borodin line on 2 December, to link up at Alekseyevka; the Stalingrad Front would secure the operation from the south, thus splitting the main enemy force in the Marinovka–Karpovka–Bolshaya Rossoshka–Gumrak area. Yeremenko selected Alekseyevka as the axis of his main attack to be launched by 62nd and 64th Armies. He duly attacked on 2 December and Rokossovskii attacked two days later, but five days of bloody fighting brought no sign of the pocket being cracked open and split. Stalin, along with the Stavka officers, only now realized the extent and resilience of the force trapped in the Stalingrad pocket, which would have to be broken up by sledgehammer blows—such as 2nd Guards could provide.

From Don Front HQ at Zavarykin, Col.-Gen. Vasilevskii had already reported to Stalin on 4 December that the inner encirclement needed drastic reinforcement before it could reduce Sixth Army in its positions. Stalin thereupon ordered Vasilevskii, Rokossovskii and Yeremenko to prepare a fresh offensive operation that must be ready not later than 18 December. To strengthen the assault, Malinovskii’s 2nd Guards would be released to the Don Front, while the junction of the Stalingrad and South-Western Fronts would be strengthened by setting up a new army, 5th Shock, to be introduced between 5th Tank and 51st Armies.

Lt.-Gen. M.M. Popov, one of Yeremenko’s deputy commanders, would take command of 5th Shock Army, established from 10th Reserve Army and made up from 7th Tank Corps (from Stavka reserve), 300th, 315th, 87th Rifle Divisions and 4th Mechanized Corps (from Yeremenko’s front), 4th Guards, and 258th Rifle Division plus 3rd Guards Cavalry Corps (from Vatutin’s front). Malinovskii’s 2nd Guards was especially powerful: three corps (1st Guards, 13th Guards Rifle Corps, 2nd Guards Mechanized Corps), three divisions in the rifle corps, three mechanized brigades in the mobile corps, manned largely by experienced Guards troops. Malinovskii and his staff flew from the rear areas to the Don Front, while the men and equipment of 2nd Guards followed in 165 trains due to unload north-west of Stalingrad. The first units began arriving on 10 December and made for the concentration area of Vertyachii–Peskatovka, the tough Siberians and well-trained units of the Far Eastern command now all welded into the 2nd Guards. Both Yeremenko and Rokossovskii had been told in telephone messages from Vasilevskii during the night of 4–5 December of the arrival of fresh forces for the inner encirclement front, and both Front commanders had specific orders to work out new attack plans incorporating 2nd Guards. Malinovskii himself took part in the meeting of the Don Front Military Soviet which assembled on 8 December to decide on the employment of the new formation, and the next day Stalin had the revised plans submitted for his inspection.

This new plan envisaged a three-stage operation to split up and then to annihilate Sixth Army: the first stage would use Don Front troops—basically 2nd Guards—to destroy the four German infantry divisions west of the river Rossosh; the second stage would use Don Front troops in an operation aimed south-eastwards on Voroponovo, for which the 64th Army of the Stalingrad Front would also strike (isolating and destroying the southern sector of the pocket); the third stage would be a general assault by all the armies of the Don and the Stalingrad Fronts committed to the inner encirclement, aimed at Gumrak. These proposals were submitted on the morning of 9 December to the Stavka, after which Vasilevskii left for an inspection of 5th Tank and 51st Army lines at the outer encirclement, where a critical situation was building up as more and more reports filtered in of German concentrations obviously gathering for a breakthrough operation to relieve Sixth Army. As for the plan to reduce the pocket, Operation Koltso (‘Ring’), Stalin insisted on only marginal alterations, mainly to telescope the first two stages, a modification stipulated in his signal of 11 December to Vasilevskii (VIZ, 1966 (1), p. 25):



Comrade Mikhailov Strictly Personal


1.Operation Koltso will proceed in two stages.

2.First stage—break-in to area Basargino, Voroponovo and liquidation of western and southern groupings of the enemy.

3.Second stage—general assault by all armies of both fronts for liquidation of main body of enemy troops to west and north-west of Stalingrad.

4.Operations in the first stage to begin no later than that date fixed in telephone conversation between Vasiliev [Stalin] and Mikhailov [Vasilevskii].

5.Operations in the first stage to finish no later than 23 December.



11 December 1942, 0020 hours VASILIEV [Stalin]



But events precipitated by Manstein’s breakthrough attack overtook this plan, and both Koltso and Saturn underwent major revision once Armeegruppe Hoth went over to the attack at Kotelnikovo as the darkness gathered on 12 December.

Both German and Soviet commanders raced the clock. On the Soviet side, although the attack plans for Operation Saturn had been submitted by Golikov and Vatutin by the end of November and approved by the Stavka on 2 December, Col.-Gen. Voronov (who acted as Stavka ‘co-ordinator’ of these two fronts for the operation aimed at Rostov) was forced to seek a postponement of the attack due to open on 10 December. To allow time for final preparations and troop movements, Saturn would now unroll on 16 December. While this was the first significant departure from the ‘timetable’ set up in the Stalin-Vasilevskii conversation of 7 November, the second was the failure of Romanenko’s 5th Tank Army to clear German forces from the lower Chir (the German salient which jutted towards Stalingrad and reduced the distance between the Soviet inner and outer encirclement to a mere twenty miles). The capture of Tormosin and Mozorovsk was intended as a prelude to Saturn to isolate Paulus fully from the south-east and to establish good jumping-off positions for an advance on Tatsinskaya, Likhaya—and then Rostov. Once in Likhaya, the Red Army would have a stranglehold on a vital rail communications centre for Army Group Don; at Rostov, the trap would close over the million men of Army Group A stranded in the Caucasus. Wiping out the German troops in the Chir salient would also affect the inner encirclement, since the ‘isolation’ of Paulus would then be fully secured, at least by the reckoning of the Soviet command.

Romanenko had opened his attack on 30 November along a front of some thirty miles on the Oblivskaya–Rychkovskii sector, with 50,000 men, 900 guns and mortars and 72 tanks. His objective was a line running from Mozorovsk to Loznoi (twenty-five miles south-east of Mozorovsk), to be reached by 5 December. To reinforce 5th Tank Army, four rifle divisions had already been stripped from the inner encirclement (from 21st and 65th Armies); along the attack sector Romanenko deployed six rifle divisions, two cavalry corps, one tank corps, a tank brigade and eight artillery regiments. On the morning of 2 December, 5th Tank Army attacked after a thirty-minute artillery barrage. This was the prelude to a full week of very heavy fighting that precipitated a severe crisis for Manstein, aware that the lower Chir had to be held at almost any cost and with it the one bridge over the Don at Verkhne-Chirskaya. There was nothing for it but to use XLVIII Panzer Corps to hold this front.

The Soviet response to stiffening resistance on the Chir front was to form the 5th Shock Army to bolster 5th Tank; Popov’s shock army, its divisions drawn

from the South-Western and Stalingrad Fronts (plus 7th Tank Corps under Maj.-Gen. Rotmistrov from the Stavka reserve), numbered 71,000 men, 252 tanks and 814 guns (in all, five rifle divisions, one tank, one mechanized and one cavalry corps). On the edge of Yeremenko’s outer encirclement was 51st Army, 34,000 men with 77 tanks, three rifle divisions (302nd, 96th, 126th), 13th Tank Corps, 4th Cavalry Corps and 76th UR ‘garrison troops’. (To the south lay 28th Army with 44,000 men, 40 tanks, and 707 guns and mortars.) What Vasilevskii sought to establish at once after his inspection of the junction between South-Western and Stalingrad Fronts was the whereabouts of the divisions earmarked for 5th Shock Army (87th, 300th and 315th Rifle Divisions), as well as those of 7th Tank Corps. The whole of the next day, 10 December, he spent with 51st, 5th Shock and left-flank units of 5th Tank Army, estimating Soviet effectiveness and gathering intelligence of German strength and movements. Army Group Don’s strength was set at thirty divisions, seventeen of which faced the South-Western Front, 13th, 5th Shock and 51st Armies of Stalingrad Front; in front of 5th Shock were units of XLVIII Panzer Corps (and prisoner interrogation indicated that 17th Panzer Division was in reserve at Tormosin), while ten divisions (six of them Rumanian) were ahead of 51st Army.

While Col.-Gen. Vasilevskii probed the German build-up at Tormosin, Col.-Gen. Yeremenko suspected that there was a big German armoured claw at Kotelnikovo; he had advanced two cavalry divisions from 4th Corps towards Kotelnikovo at the end of November, and both were severely mauled early in December. But at least he had discovered that 6th Panzer Division was moving into the area, its armour unloading at Morozovsk. All these ominous signs were duly reported to Stalin, from whom Yeremenko requested armoured reinforcement. Stalin replied that, ‘circumstances permitting’, the reinforcement would be sent (a sign to Yeremenko that Stalin was hedging against a German attack from the Tormosin area). Vasilevskii, still on the outer encirclement line, held a special conference on 11 December at Rotmistrov’s command centre (7th Tank Corps) with Popov of 5th Shock and Pliev, commander of 3rd Guards Cavalry Corps. The commanders decided on a fresh attack designed to split the ‘Kotelnikovo’ and ‘Nozhne-Chirskaya’ enemy groups, using 7th Tank with two rifle divisions in a surprise attack on the German bridgehead at Rychkovskii. Yeremenko, after consultation with his chief of staff Varennikov and his intelligence officers, decided to pull 4th and 13th Mechanized Corps into reserve, at the same time issuing orders to Tolbukhin at 58th Army to hold his positions on the inner encirclement, in the event of a break-out by Sixth Army to meet any relief force. Trufanov’s 51st Army covered Kotelnikovo, though both Yeremenko and Vasilevskii knew it was a relatively weak and scattered formation.

On the morning of 12 December, after a short artillery bombardment, LVII Panzer Corps of Armeegruppe Hoth opened its attack from the Kotelnikovo area, aimed north-eastwards to cover the sixty miles and so to burst through the Soviet encirclement to link up with Sixth Army. General Rauss’s 6th Panzer Division,

transhipped from France, made a highly successful start: 23rd Panzer Division took a bridgehead on the southern bank of the Aksai. To stiffen the punch of this armoured fist was a battalion of the new Tiger-I 56-ton tanks equipped with an 88mm gun, a few of which had already been tested on the Eastern Front. Hitler entertained great hopes for his Tigers. Yeremenko feared at once for the rear of 57th Army which could quickly be exposed by Hoth’s armoured thrust. Once it was confirmed that here was a major German attack, Yeremenko telephoned Stalin to outline the position and to underline the dangers. Stalin’s response was terse enough—‘Hold on, we will be sending you reinforcements’—but meanwhile Yeremenko had to do something fast with the forces he had on the spot and what he could move out of reserve. His first response was to put General Zakharov (his deputy commander) in charge of an improvised battle group out on the steppe, moving up 13th Tank Corps to 51st Army to block 23rd Panzer and 4th Mechanized Corps from 5th Shock Army to check 6th Panzer which was already astride the Aksai. During the night of 12–13 December, Volskii’s 4th Mechanized, reduced now to 5,600 men with 70 tanks (32 T-34s and 38 T-70s), took up its main positions north of the Aksai at Verkhne–Kumskii. Vasilevskii had been on the Aksai during the first day of the German attack, hurrying there from 57th Army HQ at Verkhne-Tsartsynskii with Khrushchev of the Stalingrad Front Military Soviet; from the Aksai Vasilevskii raced back to Don Front HQ, having first informed Rokossovskii and Malinovskii of the situation produced by Hoth’s attack. In particular, he advised Malinovskii to start organizing a move to the Stalingrad Front, using Tolbukhin’s 57th Army HQ as a forward base from which to operate—but unable to contact Stalin, Vasilevskii had no authority to order 2nd Guards to move. All these were precautionary moves.

Finally, late on 12 December, Vasilevskii was in radio contact with Stalin. He requested permission to move 2nd Guards under Stalingrad Front command and suggested that Operation Koltso be postponed (which was inevitable if Malinovskii moved). Stalin was furious. Stalin laced into Vasilevskii, accusing him of ‘extortion’ in bringing reserves from the Stavka, above all to a sector for which Vasilevskii was personally responsible. (Since Stalin had on the night of 27 November specifically charged Vasilevskii with responsibility for the inner encirclement, his present accusations were extremely wild.) Over the proposal to swing 2nd Guards to block Manstein, Stalin refused any immediate reply. All the satisfaction Vasilevskii obtained was that the question would have to be thrashed out in a session of the State Defence Committee (GKO), of which Stalin himself was chairman.

That night, when Vasilevskii at Zavarykin sweated out the hours to Stalin’s eventual reply and while the rain swept down out in the steppe on Soviet and German tankmen, each concentrating their efforts on the high ground to the north of the Aksai, Soviet plans for the next stage of the Stalingrad–Rostov operations passed through the storm stirred by Hoth’s attack to relieve Sixth Army—thirty-six hours of reformulating strategic plans which vitally affected

both Koltso and Saturn. At 5 am on the morning of 13 December Stalin passed Vasilevskii an authorization to move 2nd Guards from the Don to the Stalingrad Front, effective as from 15 December, when Vasilevskii himself would assume the direction of operations on ‘the Kotelnikovo axis’. An operational plan was to be submitted to the Stavka without delay. The formal order on the postponement of Koltso duly went out to Yeremenko and Rokossovskii at 2250 hours on 14 December:



Dontsov [Rokossovskii] and Ivanov [Yeremenko] are ordered to continue the systematic harassment of the encircled enemy troops by air and ground attacks, denying the enemy any breathing space by night or by day, pulling the encirclement ring ever tighter and nipping off any attempt by the encircled troops to break out of the ring.… The main task of our southern forces is to defeat the enemy group at Kotelnikovo, using the troops of Trufanov [51st Army] and Yakovlev [Malinovskii and 2nd Guards], to capture Kotelnikovo in the immediate future and to dig in there. [VIZ, 1966 (3), pp. 28–9.]



Trufanov had already been ordered to hold Hoth’s advance with his rifle divisions while the armour went for the flanks; 5th Shock Army was straightway to attack the German bridgehead at Nizhne-Chirskaya, and on the morning of 14 December Rotmistrov’s 7th Tank Corps opened this assault. The next day German troops were finally forced out of this vital bridgehead and fell back, blowing up the bridge over the Don behind them.

During the night of 14 December, the Voronezh and South-Western Front commanders, Golikov and Vatutin (under the control of Stavka ‘co-ordinator’ Voronov), had received Stalin’s new orders relating to Saturn: by shifting the direction of the attack south-eastwards rather than southwards, Bol’shoi Saturn (‘Big Saturn’) was transformed into Malyi Saturn (‘Small Saturn’), aimed at the rear of Manstein’s forces trying to fight their way into Stalingrad. The new directive (dated 13 December) laid out the basis of the revised decision (VIZ, 1966 (3), pp. 29–30):



[To: Comrades Voronov, Golikov and Vatutin.]

First: Operation ‘Saturn’ aimed at Kamensk–Rostov was conceived when the overall situation was in our favour, when the Germans had no more reserves in the Bokovsk–Morozovsk–Nizhne Chirskaya area, when the tank army [5th Tank] had made successful attacks in the direction of Morozovsk and when it appeared that an attack from the north would be supported at the same time by an offensive from the east aimed at Likhaya. Under these circumstances it was proposed that 2nd Guards Army should be swung into the area of Kalach and used to develop a successful advance in the direction of Rostov–Taganrog.

Second: Recently, however, the situation has not developed in our favour. Romanenko [5th Tank] and Lelyushenko [3rd Guards Army] are on the defensive and cannot advance, from the west a number of infantry divisions and tank formations, which are containing the Soviet forces. Consequently, an attack from the north would not meet with direct support from the east by Romanenko, as a consequence of which an offensive

in the direction of Kamensk-Rostov would meet with no success. I have to say that 2nd Guards Army can no longer be used for Operation ‘Saturn’ since it is operating on another front.

Third: In view of all this, it is essential to revise Operation ‘Saturn’. The revision lies in the fact that the main blow will be aimed not at the south, but towards the south-east in the direction of Nizhnyi Astakhov, to exit at Morozovsk in order to take the enemy grouping at Bokovsk-Morozovsk in a pincer movement, to break into his rear and to destroy these forces with a simultaneous blow from the east with the forces of Romanenko and Lelyushenko and from the north-west with the forces of Kuznetsov and mobile formations subordinated to his command. Filippov [Golikov: Voronezh Front] has as his assignment to help Kuznetsov to liquidate the Italians [8th Army], get to the river Boguchat in the area of Kramenkov to set up a major covering force against possible enemy attacks from the west.

Fourth: The breakthrough will proceed in those sectors which were projected under Operation ‘Saturn’. After the breakthrough, the blow will be turned to the south-east in the direction of Nizhnii Astaskhov-Mozorovsk, breaking into the rear of the enemy forces facing Romanenko and Lelyushenko. The operation will begin December 16. The operation has the codename ‘Small Saturn’.

Fifth: You must now operate without 6 Mechanized Corps, meanwhile tank regiments are on their way to you. This is because the 6th Mechanized Corps has been handed to the Stalingrad Front for use against the Kotelnikovo enemy concentration. In place of 6th Mechanized Corps you can get a tank corps from Filippov, 25th or 17th [Tank Corps].

VASILIEV [Stalin]



Golikov accepted these new orders without argument. Vatutin of the South-Western Front refused to take them lying down and tried every argument to save ‘Big Saturn’—the drive to the sea of Azov. Vatutin insisted that 6th Army should attack towards Markovka-Chetkova as he expected, and 17th Tank Corps should go for Voloshino to the west of Millerovo; Vatutin therefore pressed for the subordination of 17th Tank to his Front command. During the night of 14 December, Voronov, Golikov and Vatutin met to try and get an agreed course of operations, but Vatutin stuck out for the bigger drive. Throughout that day, 14 December, the two staffs fired signals at each other, whereupon the General Staff intervened and ‘in the name of the Stavka’ ordered compliance with the orders for ‘Small Saturn’.

As these arguments raged over the projected attack on the junction between Army Groups B and Don, Malinovskii’s 2nd Guards (of which 1st Guards Rifle Corps was fully assembled) began its movement to the Stalingrad Front, 125 miles to be covered in forced marches of up to thirty miles a day down through the steppe amidst raging blizzards, in the van riflemen with anti-tank rifles on their shoulders ready to go straight into action. But that left a full four days before 2nd Guards could be pulled in behind the Myshkova, the last barrier before Stalingrad. Although the 4th Mechanized and 13th Tank Corps put in furious counter-attacks near Kumskii, Yeremenko was gravely concerned over the

outlook beyond the Aksai as Hoth’s blitz column—and behind it lorries piled with fuel and ammunition, buses for wounded and tractors, all to supply the armoured striking force which was to burst out from Sixth Army itself—crunched forward past the half-way mark. Yeremenko’s telegram to the Stavka on the morning of 15 December heavily underscored the danger:



… since all Front reserves (300, 315, 87 RDs [rifle divisions]), despatched earlier to the south-west and concentrated in the area of Plodovitoe, Zety, received different assignments … it is considered impossible to guarantee in any effective sense the axis running along the Kotelnikovo-Abganerovo railway. It follows that this must be reinforced. [Yeremenko, Stalingrad, p. 403.]



Since Front reserves had already been committed, the situation was critical:



East of the line Ivanovka [on the Myshkova]-Aksai there is not a single man. If the enemy unleashed a blow along the railway line to Abganerovo and from the Tsybenko area to Zety, that will put the forces of the Front in a severely critical situation. [Ibid.]



Both armoured formations (4th Mechanized and 13th Tank Corps) had inflicted, but also suffered, heavy losses; 4th Cavalry Corps was badly battered. For forty-eight hours Volskii’s 4th Mechanized and VI Panzer Corps grappled in the biting frost and snow. The modernized Soviet 57mm and 76mm anti-tank guns proved extremely effective, while 65th Panzer Battalion deployed the new German weapon, the Tiger-1 tanks. Both sides raced for the Myshkova river line. On 17 December 17th Panzer Division succeeded at last in reaching the battle area and was engaged the next day, but two rifle divisions and 2nd Guards Mechanized Corps of 2nd Guards Army (its forward HQ at Kolpachki) had also reached the Myshkova. At 2400 hours, 17 December, Yeremenko subordinated 87th Rifle Division, 4th Cavalry and 4th Mechanized Corps to Malinovskii’s command, and set the boundaries between 2nd Guards, 51st and 5th Shock Armies.

Slowly, in the midst of its own sweat, the Soviet command pulled itself out of the highly dangerous situation south-west of Stalingrad; but the race with time was not yet fully run. On 19 December, 6th Panzer succeeded in forcing its way up to (and, by night, across) the Myshkova, to just under fifty kilometres from the line held by Paulus’s Sixth Army. In theory, on receipt of codeword Donnerschlag, Sixth Army was to make its own fighting break-out. The critical 96-hour phase now set in. As 2nd Guards Army deployed its units for action behind the Myshkova straight off the march, Vasilevskii despatched as instructed a new operational plan that reached Moscow at 1530 hours on 18 December (VIZ, 1966 (3), pp. 32–3):



Report Nos. 42–47: Yakovlev’s [Malinovskii, 2nd Guards] army continues to concentrate in the area of Verkhne Tsarinskii-Bratskiisovkhoz (farms), Krep, Yurkin and Zety. From 24 hours 17.XII Volskii’s corps [4th Mechanized], 300 and 87 RDs and 4 Cav. Corps, covering the deployment of the army, transferred from Trufanov and subordinated to Yakovlev.


Concentration of Yakovlev’s army with the exception of one RD, three independent tank regiments and reserve units to be completed during the night of 21.XII.

Request you confirm the following plan for further operational planning and operations by Yakovlev. During night of 21 and 22 [December] to deploy Guards rifle corps of Yakovlev’s army on river Myshkova on the Nizhne Kumskii–Kapkinskii front and to concentrate 2nd Guards Mechanized Corps in area Peregruznyii, Aksai, Shelestov, and from morning of 22.XII to go over to active operations.

22.XII—Guards rifle corps, making main attack in the direction of Gromoslavka, Shestakov and further along the railway [line] to Kotelnikovo, together with Volskii’s corps to effect final destruction of enemy in the Verkhne-Kumskii area, clear nor[thern] bank of the river Aksai and exit on southern bank of the Aksai and dig in.

2 Gds. Mech. Corps from the Aksai area to operate against enemy flank and rear through Darganov and by the evening of 22.XII must, having taken Kotelnikovo with powerful forward elements, bring its main force into the area Pimen–Cherchen, Gremyschii, and thus straddle the rear of enemy grouping operation north of Kotelnikovo.

23.XII—Liquidation of enemy to nor[th]-east of Kotelnikovo with powerful covering force from 2 Gds. Mech. Corps in the direction of Dubovskoe and with the movement of the Gds. rifle corps by the evening to the line Verkhne–Yablochnyi, Pimen–Cherni, Darganov.

24.XII—Movement of Gds. rifle corps to line Maiorskii, Kotelnikovo, Poperchernyi, to advance 2 Gds. Mech. Corps and Volskii’s corps to river Sal, cutting railway line.

Securing of these operations by Yakovlev from the east assigned to Trufanov’s army with 38, 302, 126 and 91 RDs, two tank brigades and additionally to Cav. Corps Shapkin [4th Cavalry], which in immediate future to move into area Plodovitoe.

Popov [5th Shock Army] instructed 20.XII to attack from north-west to take Nizhne–Chirskaya and then to co-ordinate operations with Romanenko [5th Tank Army] towards Tormosin and by evening of 24.XII to be on river Tsymla.

Of two tank corps recently moved up I consider it urgent to subordinate one to Popov, the other and the Mech. Corps (should Yakovlev’s operations go well) to use for the final destruction of enemy forces encircled at Stalingrad.

Request your authorisation.

MIKHAILOW [Vasilevskii]



At 0530 hours on 19 December Stalin returned a reply (ibid.):



SPECIALLY URGENT: Comrade Mikhailov. Your operational plan No. 42, confirmed by Supreme Commander’s Stavka.

VASILIEV [Stalin]



From their forward positions in the Myshkova bridgehead, the tankmen of VI Panzer could at this very moment see the flares fired on the Stalingrad perimeter, the city itself shining in the cold, clear night.

Three days earlier, however, the Voronezh and South-Western Fronts had launched ‘Small Saturn’ on the upper reaches of the Don against the northern flank of Army Group Don and the right flank of Army Group B; ‘Small Saturn’ was aimed specifically at the rear of the de-blockading forces trying to break into Stalingrad. Under the revised plan that Vatutin was finally obliged to accept,

the main task of his South-Western Front was to use his 1st Guards and 3rd Guards Armies in co-operation with the Voronezh Front to encircle and destroy the 8th Italian Army and then to attack through Nizhne–Astakhov on to Morozovsk. V. I. Kuznetsov’s 1st Guards Army with five rifle divisions and three tank corps would attack through Mankovo–Kalitvenskaya, Degtevo, Tatsinskaya, Morozovsk to destroy 8th Italian Army and Group Hollidt (rifle formations to reach the line Markovka–Nikolskaya–Chertkovo, tank corps to reach Tatsinskaya–Morozovsk); while Lelyushenko’s 3rd Guards was to breach the enemy defences at Bokovskaya and attack along the lines Bokovskaya–Verkhne Chirskaya and Bokovskaya–Nizhne Astakhov–Kashara to link up with 1st Guards Army. Romanenko’s 5th Tank Army would destroy enemy forces in the Nizhne–Chirskaya and Tormosin area, and ‘under no circumstances’ permit any break-out from here towards other encricled groups. Kharitonov’s 6th Army (Voronezh Front) was assigned the attack on Kantemirovka after breaking through the defences at Novaya Kalitve–Derezovka, to reach the line Golubaya–Krinitsa–Pasyukov–Klenovy–Nikoslaya by the fifth day of its operations. Three tanks corps would be committed on the first day of the Voronezh–South-Western Front operations; on the second day rifle units of 1st and 3rd Guards Armies were to encircle the main force of the 8th Italian Army, to complete its destruction by the evening of the fourth day, and by the sixth day to advance the main forces to a line running from Valentinovka–Markovka–Chertkovo–Ilinka–Tatsinskaya–Morozovsk–Chernyshkovskii. As reinforcement, the Stavka had released three rifle divisions (267th, 172nd and 350th), a rifle brigade (106th), 17th Tank Corps and seven artillery regiments to 6th Army, as well as four Guards rifle divisions (35th, 41st, 38th, and 54th), the 159th Rifle Division, three tank corps (18th, 24th and 25th), one mechanized corps (1st Guards), six independent tank regiments and sixteen artillery regiments; but armour and artillery had still to reach Vatutin’s Front. By 12 December, the main body of reserve formations had nevertheless moved up, and both Fronts were regrouping. Engineers built their six-ton, sixteen-ton, forty-ton and sixty-ton capacity bridges over the Don, and during the night of 16 December the tanks moved up to their start lines, some three to five miles from the front line. Along a front running from Novaya, Kalitva in the north (6th Army) to Nizhne–Chirskaya (5th Tank Army), a little over 200 miles, 36 rifle divisions, 425,476 men, 1,030 tanks, almost 5,000 guns and mortars (81mm and upwards in calibre) waited out the night of 16 December.

‘Small Saturn’ opened in the thick morning mist of 16 December at 0800 hours, when Soviet artillery opened fire. On some sectors, however, visibility was too poor for a punctual start and Soviet planes were grounded on the forward airfields. Kuznetsov’s 1st Guards and Kharitonov’s 6th Army crossed the ice of the Don, the prelude to some savage fighting in the forward positions. Shortly before noon Vatutin ordered the tank corps—25th and 18th in the lead, 17th following—to move out only to have the lead units blunder into unreconnoitred

minefields, disorganizing the attack and bringing losses at once. Similarly Lelyushenko with 3rd Guards Army enjoyed no success on the first day. During the night Soviet forces regrouped, moved up the artillery and cleared lanes through the minefields. On 17 December the offensive was renewed, and all four tank corps—25th, 18th, 17th and 24th—moved on in two echelons, tank brigades in the lead followed by motorized infantry. Lelyushenko’s 3rd Guards, short of fuel and ammunition when its first attack opened, brought up supplies and resumed its attack on the following day.

After seventy-two hours, when the Italians had taken to their heels and the German batteries were silenced, 1st Guards and 6th Army had ripped a thirty-mile gap in the front to a depth of twenty miles and Lelyushenko had penetrated ten miles. On the evening of 19 December the Stavka subordinated 6th Army to Vatutin’s command and agreed to Vatutin’s suggestion to expand ‘Small Saturn’ as the South-Western Front turned to a general pursuit. All armoured formations—17th, 18th, 24th, 25th Tank Corps and 1st Guards Mechanized Corps—were turned loose in a south-easterly direction with orders to reach Tatsinskaya by 23 December (24th Corps), Morozovsk by 22 December (25th Corps and 1st Guards); 17th and 18th Tank Corps were to take Millerovo by the evening of 24 December.

Maj.-Gen. P.P. Poluboyarov’s 17th Tank Corps raced into Kantemirovka (an important traffic junction between Voronezh and Rostov-on-Don) at noon on 19 December, to find trains loaded with ammunition and supplies, and the streets strewn with blazing vehicles and abandoned guns. Poluboyarov’s success secured the right flank of 1st Guards Army and secured 6th Army also; 17th Tank Corps swung south on Voloshino while Maj.-Gen. Badanov’s 24th Tank Corps pushed south through the shattered Italian divisions. The main body of 6th Army also turned south-east, as did 1st and 3rd Guards Armies with two tank corps (24th and 25th) on their outer flank and two (18th Tank and 1st Guards Mechanized) on their inner flank operating with rifle formations, chopping up the remnants of the Italians and breaking Group Hollidt apart.

At Army Group Don, Manstein was aware that a situation of the utmost gravity, yet one of baffling obscurity, was developing by 20 December, when a message was sent to OKH emphasizing that decisive Soviet action following the destruction of the Italian divisions could lead to a massive threat to Rostov (and hence to Army Group A). That dire forecast received confirmation almost within hours, when German intelligence officers interrogated Maj.-Gen. Krupennikov, deputy commander of 3rd Guards Army who had taken over 3rd Guards while Lelyushenko had fallen ill; I.P. Krupennikov was, in fact, chief of staff and was captured on 20 December (to be succeeded in his post by Maj.-Gen. Khetagurov). From Krupennikov, German officers learned the attack assignments of 6th, 1st Guards and 3rd Guards Armies and concluded from the interrogation that Rostov was the objective of the Soviet offensive. Two days later, Maj.-Gen. P.P. Privalov (commander of 15th Rifle Corps) and his artillery commander Colonel Lyubinov

were taken prisoner on the Kantemirovka–Smyaglevsk road. Privalov, forty-four years old, married and with children (their fate unknown since they lived in the Carpathian region), had commanded a shock group at Tikhvin in 1941–2; after attending a staff course, he had been interviewed by Ryumantsev of the Cadres Administration and assigned to 15th Corps. Now, with grenade splinters in his head, he was a prisoner and from him German intelligence officers derived more information about the operations of his own corps, 6th Army and the Voronezh Front. (One item that Privalov also vouchsafed to his interrogators, who had a detailed picture of his corps, was that shoulder-boards were to be reintroduced as rank markings into the Red Army from 1 January—a move Privalov thought should have been made a year ago to stiffen discipline.) And to their information derived from interrogation, German intelligence added the data produced by air reconnaissance and radio monitoring (which had identified 3rd Guards Army well before it attacked).

The front on the Lower Chir still held against the attacks launched on 22 December by 5th Tank Army, although this engulfed XLVIII Panzer Corps in such fighting that none of its strength could be used for the relief of Stalingrad. Badanov’s 24th Tank Corps was meanwhile launched on its 120-mile raid deep into the German rear: on 22 December, 24th Tank was fighting in the Bolshinka–Ilinka area and pressed on for Tatsinskaya, one of the main German air bases for flying transports into Stalingrad and, as a vital junction on the Likhaya–Stalingrad railway, stuffed with supplies and weapons. More than 150 miles now separated Badanov from his supply base; 24th Tank Corps had run low on fuel and ammunition when its forward units bypassed Skosyrskaya to the north of Tatsinskaya. Screened by thick fog on the morning of 24 December, Badanov’s 130th, 54th and 4th Guards Tank Brigades took up positions for the attack on the railway station, village and airfield at Tatsinskaya. At 0730 hours one salvo from the rocket-launchers signalled the beginning of the assault that rolled on the station and towards the airfield, where German planes tried desperately to take off as the advancing T-34s came on firing. A Soviet tank and a taxiing Ju-52 both collided, disappearing in one sheet of flame in the roaring explosion. With the airfield shot to pieces, with aircraft, weapons and supplies destroyed on the railway trucks at the junction, Badanov at 1830 hours radioed Front and 1st Guards Army HQ that he had carried out his orders. But behind 24th Corps, German troops took up positions north of the Tatsinskaya and Morozovsk stations, thereby holding any further advance by South-Western Front and sealing off Badanov.

The fortunes of 24th Tank Corps, and the mounting concern about it on both the Soviet and German side, are traced in its signals. On Christmas Day 1942, Badanov reported that he had 58 tanks left (39 T-34s and 19 T-70s), with the corps woefully short of fuel and ammunition. At 0500 hours on 26 December a column of five tankers and six lorries with ammunition, escorted by five T-34s, reached the forward brigades, and an hour later 24th Motorized Rifle Brigade

moved up to Tatsinskaya, but behind the tankers and the lorried infantry the few routes—in or out—snapped shut with German troops. On the morning when the tankers arrived, Badanov learned an hour later by radio that 24th Tank was now 2nd Guards Tank Corps and he, himself, the first recipient of a new decoration, the Order of Suvorov. In the afternoon the corps came under heavy attack, and Badanov signalled to Vatutin and Kuznetsov (Samsonov, Stalingrad, bitva, p. 483):



Corps suffering serious shortage of ammunition. Substitute for diesel fuel exhausted. Request you cover corps operations from the air and speed up movement of army units [assigned] to secure operations of corps units. Request aircraft to drop ammunition.

Badanov



During the night of 27 December German units closed in on 24th Tank Corps and attacked all through the day. At 1800 hours Badanov radioed Vatutin urgently (ibid.):



Situation serious. No shells. No tanks. Heavy losses in personnel. Can no longer hold Tatsinskaya. Request permission to break out of encirclement. Enemy aircraft on aerodrome destroyed.

Badanov



Vatutin had ordered Badanov to hold Tatsinskaya, but ‘if the worst came to the worst’ he could use his discretion and attempt to break out. At 2200 hours Badanov had decided to hold on and an hour later Soviet planes air-dropped ammunition over his lines. At this point Stalin took a hand. During the course of his report to the Supreme Commander, Vatutin outlined the situation:



Badanov sent me today eight signals. At the moment he is fighting in Tatsinskaya having taken up a circular defence. The corps has 39 T-34 tanks and 15 T-70 tanks. Right now our night aircraft are operating in the Tatsinskaya area, and with the morning all Front aviation will destroy the enemy in the Tatsinskaya–Skosyrskaya area. I ordered Badanov to hold on at Tatsinskaya, but I also informed him that if the worst comes to the worst he may take the other decision. [IVOVSS, 3, p. 49.]



Vatutin also transmitted a lengthy appreciation of his Front’s progress and an estimate of enemy intentions:



All the forces which were earlier facing the Front, i.e. about 17 divisions, can now be said to have been completely destroyed and their dumps captured by us. More than 60,000 men have been taken prisoner, no less a number killed, so that the sorry remnants of these former formations offer almost no resistance except in rare cases. Ahead of Front forces the enemy continues to offer stubborn resistance along the Oblivskaya–Verkhne Chirskaya front. In the area of Morozovsk prisoners were taken today from 11th Panzer Division and 8th Air Luftwaffe Field Division which were previously facing Romanenko’s army. The stiffest resistance to Lelyushenko’s army and our mobile troops is coming from enemy units which moved up to the Chernyshkovskii–Skosirskaya–Tatsinskaya.

These enemy troops are trying to hold a line in order to prevent the further offensive operation of our mobile formations and thus secure for themselves the possibility of pulling their own troops back, but perhaps the enemy, under favourable conditions for himself, will make the attempt to hang on to the whole of the salient in order later to try to rescue the encircled forces through it. However he will not succeed in this. All forces will be committed to eliminate that salient. [Zhukov, Vosp. (2), pp. 124–5.]



The German defence, Vatutin reported, would be on the Northern Donets:



Aerial reconnaissance produced daily reports of the movement of enemy forces into the following regions: Rossosh, Starobelsk, Voroshilovgrad, Chebotovka, Kamensk, Likhaya, Zverevo. It is difficult to judge enemy intentions, but apparently he is setting up his basic defence line on the Northern Donets. In the first place the enemy must seal off the breach made by our troops and which is 350 kilometres wide. It would be excellent to go on defeating the enemy without any special pause but for that it would be necessary to send reinforcements since the forces we have on the spot are taken up with completing Small Saturn, but for Big Saturn we need extra forces. [Ibid.]



Both Zhukov and Stalin studied Vatutin’s messages, and sent him immediate instructions:



Your first task is not to allow Badanov to be destroyed and to despatch with all speed Pavlov and Russiyanov to help him. You took the correct decision when you gave Badanov permission to abandon Tatsinskaya if the worst came to the worst. Your linkup thrust on Tormosin with the 8th Cavalry Corps could well be reinforced with any infantry units to hand. As regards 3rd Guards Cavalry Corps and a rifle division driving through Suvorovskii on Tormosin, that is a very timely move. Over transforming Small Saturn into Big Saturn we have already sent you 2nd and 23rd Tank Corps. In the course of the next week you will get two more tanks corps and three to four rifle divisions.

We have some doubts about 18th Tank Corps which you wish to push in the direction of Skosirskaya: better to leave it in the area of Millerovo–Verkhne Tarasovskii, together with 17th Tank Corps. In general you must bear in mind that it is better to push tank corps along extended advances in pairs, rather than singly, so as not to get into Badanov’s position. [Ibid., p. 125.]



But where was 18th Tank Corps at the moment? Zhukov quizzed Vatutin immediately about the location of the corps. Vatutin replied that 18th Tank was due east of Millerovo and ‘will not be isolated’. In closing, Stalin repeated to Vatutin:



Remember Badanov, do not forget Badanov, get him out at any cost.



Vatutin promised:



We will take absolutely every possible measure and we will get Badanov out. [Ibid., p. 126.]




At 0130 hours on 29 December Vatutin sent Badanov orders for an ‘independent break-out’ from encirclement. No other decision was possible. Maj.-Gen. Pavlov’s 25th Tank Corps and Lt.-Gen. I.N. Russiyanov’s 1st Guards Mechanized Corps were fighting to Badanov’s left in the Tatsinskaya–Mozorovsk area, but they could not make contact with Badanov’s 24th Tank Corps. Half an hour later Badanov issued his own orders for the break-out. The critical fuel shortage was partly remedied by mixing German fuel-oil and aviation octane, pre-heating the fuel oil in tin cans, and pouring the final mixture into the fuel tanks of the remaining T-34s and T-70s. The corps formed itself into ‘a spike’ to pierce the German units holding the encirclement line. Under cover of darkness 24th Tank Corps suddenly burst out, hammering a gap in the German positions and then swinging out to left and right, making for the corps ‘base’ at Ilinka. Those tanks still with ammunition were used to provide covering fire for the staffs, kitchens, wheeled vehicles and the wounded to pull back first to the village of Nadezhevka and then on to Ilinka. German aircraft tried to destroy the Soviet tank units and a German column opened fire at extended range, but once in the area of Nadezhevka–Mikhailovka Badanov’s tanks were free of the encirclement. Badanov ordered Colonel Gavrilov, chief of the corps rear service, to ammunition the tanks from the supplies at Ilinka and the chief of staff to search for all corps units. Throughout 29 December, Soviet and German tank-gunners fought a prolonged duel along the Nadezhevka–Mikhailovka line; only in the evening did the German tanks move back on Tatsinskaya, where the supply-dumps at the railway station—set on fire as the Russians pulled out—continued to burn. On 30 December, in the area of Kostino, Badanov made contact with 25th and 1st Guards Corps, and on Zheltov’s orders he took command of a ‘tank group’ comprising all three mobile formations. The raid—which accounted for nearly 12,000 German casualties, pulled in 4,769 prisoners and destroyed 84 tanks, 106 guns and 431 aircraft—was over.



On the afternoon of 23 December, Manstein could no longer ignore the crucial situation which had built up on his left, where three Soviet tank formations roamed almost at will: on the lower Chir, 3rd Rumanian Army was directed to release 11th Panzer Division (which went after Badanov), while 6th Panzer was pulled out of Hoth’s assault force to bolster up the lower Chir. During the night of 23–24 December, Hoth appealed for the rescinding of the order about 6th Panzer Division—one final desperate push and LVII Panzer Corps would be close enough to the Stalingrad perimeter for Paulus to make his break-out; Army Group Don had taken its decision to strip Hoth of a vital division at a point when Sixth Army could no longer break out—Operation Donnerschlag—in time. Operation Wintergewitter (Winter Storm) and Donnerschlag (Thunderclap) remained dead letters. The whole structure was beginning to tumble in ruins as Soviet armies tore away miles and miles of front between Army Group B and

Don, as well as piling up mobile formations behind the Myshkova. On the ‘Kotelnikovo axis’ where Hoth was engaged, Soviet formations now totalled nineteen and a half divisions (149,000 men), 635 tanks and more than 1,500 guns. Vasilevskii’s plan presented to Stalin on 18 December had envisaged offensive operations beginning in four days (22 December) but on that date the requisite regrouping was by no means complete. Rotmistrov’s 7th Tank Corps was still engaged with 5th Shock Army and Bogdanov’s 6th Mechanized Corps had not yet arrived from Stavka reserve, while Volskii’s 4th Mechanized (awarded Guards status on 18 December as 3rd Guards Mechanized) had been drawn into reserve for replenishment in men and machines. Vasilevskii reported the delay to Stalin, but without recommending any basic change in plans (though reinforcement in armoured formations supplied several possibilities). The Guards rifle corps would attack with right-flank elements of 51st Army to destroy enemy units between the Myshkova and the Aksai, with the main attack being mounted by 1st Guards Rifle and 7th Tank Corps on the right between Chernomorov and Gromoslavka; while by the evening of 24 December, 2nd Guards Mechanized and 6th Mechanized Corps would reach the Aksai–Peregruznyi area to strike at the Rumanian units covering the flank of LVII Panzer Corps.

During the course of 23 December, Vasilevskii, Yeremenko and Malinovskii met at Verkhne-Tsaritsynskii to complete the attack plans. The next morning, at 0800 hours, ten minutes of Soviet artillery fire signalled the opening of the Soviet attack on the Myshkova, and by noon Malinovskii estimated that he could go for the flanks of 17th and 23rd Panzer Divisions by introducing 7th Tank and 2nd Guards Mechanized Corps straight away. That afternoon Lt.-Gen. G.F. Zakharov wrote a letter of congratulations to Volskii of 3rd Guards (Samsonov, Ot Volgi do Baltiki, p. 92):



Vasilii Timofeyevich [Volskii]

It has now become clear how much 3rd Guards Mechanized Corps has accomplished:


1.2nd Guards Army—fully concentrated.

2.Today, 24 December 1942, it went over to the general offensive and just now, at 1620 hours, its forward elements have taken Verkhne-Kumskii, Height 146.9.

3.6th Infantry and 23rd Panzer Divisions destroyed. The Party and the country will not forget the history of all this…. I am honoured that at a critical hour for our native land, for 4th Mechanized Corps, I was up with you. I am convinced—3rd GMK [Guards Mechanized Corps] will get to the Northern Caucasus.



Yours, G. Zakharov



Within seventy-two hours, 3rd Guards Mechanized and 13th Tank Corps with 51st Army had smashed up the flimsy Rumanian positions after striking from the Sadovoe–Umantsevo area and had threatened a deep outflanking movement of the entire German ‘Kotelnikovo concentration’ from the south. Armeegruppe Hoth was forced back to the south-west, pressed back relentlessly out of range

of Sixth Army which was now left, alone and beleaguered, without hope of relief. Whatever hope there had been vanished on Christmas Eve 1942, though with the initiative east and west of the Don now firmly in Soviet hands the fate of nearly 300,000 men trapped in the Stalingrad pocket paled in comparison with the development of an enormous threat to Army Groups A, B and Don. Manstein might prejudice one army group in order to rescue Sixth Army, but not three.

Not that Stalin allowed Sixth Army to slip from his horizon. On the morning of 19 December he had telephoned Col.-Gen. Voronov, the Stavka ‘co-ordinator’ with the South-Western and Voronezh Fronts, which were only beginning to exploit their initial successes against the Italian formations on the middle Don, and opened as enigmatically as ever with his standard first question—‘Kakova obstanovke na fronte?’ (‘What is the situation on the front?’), at which Voronov duly presented his report. What followed, however, was something Voronov had not anticipated. Stalin asked him if he could not wind up his work on the South-Western Front and return to the inner encirclement, a proposal which reduced Voronov to silence and thereby promoted Stalin’s displeasure:



You make no reply to the question I put. It seems to me that you do not wish to go.… Apparently you, like some other people, underestimate how important it is to us to liquidate the encircled German troops. You had better give this some serious thought. [VIZ, 1962 (5), p. 74.]



Such thought as Voronov did give the question—and it was no light matter to drop his ‘co-ordination’ at a crucial stage in Vatutin’s and Golikov’s operations—was rudely shattered on his receipt of formal Stavka orders (copies to Vasilevskii, Vatutin, Rokossovskii and Yeremenko):



(1)The Supreme Commander’s Stavka considers that comrade Voronov has in a thoroughly satisfactory manner carried out his assignment of co-ordinating the operations of the South-Western and the Voronezh Fronts, and moreover, since 6th Army (Voronezh Front) has been subordinated to the command of South-Western Front, comrade Voronov’s mission may be considered to have come to an end.

(2)Comrade Voronov is assigned to the area of the Don and Stalingrad Fronts in the capacity as deputy to comrade Vasilevskii for duties connected with the liquidation of the encircled enemy troops.

(3)Comrade Voronov as a Stavka representative and deputy to comrade Vasilevskii is instructed to present not later than 21.12.42 to the Stavka an operational plan for the liquidation of enemy troops in the space of five–six days. [Ibid., note to p. 74.]



The next day, 20 December, with two senior artillery generals (Velikov and Sivkov) and three officers, Voronov flew down to Zavarykin, ‘residence’ of the Don Front commander Rokossovskii. With less than two days in which to work out a new operational plan there was no time to lose, though time enough for

a brief consultation with Vasilevskii before he left to supervise the preparations for the attack on the Myshkova that was scheduled for 22 December.

The first job was to size up the opposition before settling on any plan. Colonel Vinogradov, intelligence officer on the Don Front, presented a report, estimating the strength of the encircled forces at ‘between 80–90,000 men’; asked to ‘be specific’, he settled for 86,000—five infantry divisions, two motorized divisions, three Panzer divisions and three ‘battle groups’. Front intelligence considered that rear-service units could make up for losses sustained by Sixth Army in its Stalingrad fighting, but this would not comprise appreciable reinforcement. Meanwhile transport aircraft brought in supplies and took out wounded or staff officers. (In its early stages, the air-lift had caused the Soviet command little concern, but early in December Stalin had ordered an ‘aerial blockade’ with a proper system of ground observation of aircraft movements and regular fighter interception; Colonel Podgornyi’s 235th Fighter Division was detailed for interceptor duties specifically against the German transports, though the weather wrought more havoc than fighters and AA guns.) Stalingrad was to be stormed a second time, but only slowly did it filter through the Soviet command what a formidable force had been walled in by the Soviet armies. One German transport plane forced down behind Soviet lines on its outward flight carried some 1,200 letters from German soldiers. On looking through them and checking names against formations, Voronov finally saw for himself that the ‘guard units’ mentioned by Front intelligence were in fact nothing less than full-scale German infantry divisions.

Voronov, Rokossovskii and Malinin were unanimous in their opinion that the Don Front should carry the main attack. Voronov himself was all for the Soviet forces on the perimeter being unified into one force under Don Front command and he was aware that the Stavka would not object overmuch to this. At the same time, the stipulated ‘five-six days’ in which to wipe out Sixth Army now appeared wholly unreasonable, after an inspection of the defensive positions (built earlier for the Red Army and now manned by German infantry) and an examination of the strengths of Soviet divisions. Plan Koltso, which was ready by 27 December, proposed one main attack from west to east designed to split the pocket in two: 65th, 21st and 24th Armies of the Don Front would attack along an axis running through Baburkin to the workers’ settlement at Krasnyi Oktyabr–Gumrak–Alekseyevka. With Soviet divisions down to less than half-strength, Voronov planned to make massive use of artillery to blast passages for the infantry. Once drafted, Plan Koltso was put on an aircraft for Moscow on 27 December. As Voronov sat back to wait, the chance of serious revision of the plan seemed to him remote since the General Staff had generally confirmed the ideas in a series of exchanges over the telephone.

However, Voronov’s plan came in for some rough handling by the Stavka, which the signal of 28 December made plain:




Comrade Voronov:



The main shortcoming of the plan you presented for Koltso lies in the fact that the main and the supporting attacks diverge from each other and doubtful outcomes which might prejudice success are nowhere eliminated.

In the Stavka’s view, your main task in the first stage of the operation must be the splitting up and annihilation of the western grouping of encircled enemy troops in the Kravtsov–Baburkin–Marinovka–Karpovka area in order to turn the main attack by our troops south from the Dmitrovka–Baburkin area into the Karpovka railway station district, and to direct a supporting attack by 57th Army from the Kravtsov–Sklyarov area into linking up with the main attack, so that both join at Karpovsk railway station.

In line with this should be organized an attack by 66th Army through Orlovka towards Krasnyi-Oktyabr and to meet this—an attack mounted by 62nd Army so that both attacks would link up and thus cut off the factory district from the main enemy forces.

The Stavka instructs you to revise your plan on the basis of these foregoing suggestions. The Stavka confirms the date for opening operations [6 January 1943] as presented by you in your first plan. The first phase of the operation will terminate 5–6 days after its commencement. The plan for the second stage of operations will be presented through the General Staff on January 9, utilizing the first results of the first stage. [VIZ, 1962 (5), note to p. 77.]



Nevertheless, Voronov gained something: the Stavka agreed to a unified command, decided on reinforcing the artillery needed for the operation and despatched 20,000 men as an infantry component. On 1 January 1943, 62nd, 64th and 57th Armies were subordinated to the Don Front, giving Voronov and Rokossovskii a force of thirty-nine rifle divisions, ten rifle brigades, thirty-eight High Command Artillery Reserve regiments, ten Guards Mortar (Katyusha) regiments, five tank brigades, thirteen tank regiments, three armoured trains, seventeen AA regiments, six ‘fortified garrisons’ and fourteen flame-thrower companies. The entire force on the inner encirclement comprised forty-seven divisions (218,000 men), 5,610 guns and mortars, 169 tanks and 300 planes. It was little wonder that Stalin wanted this force freed for other operations as speedily as possible.

On the morning of 3 January, Voronov, Rokossovskii and Malinin met to review the state of the preparations for the attack in three days’ time. There was little to encourage optimism. The reinforcements and supplies lagged behind on the railways, although Voronov had pressed Khrulev to speed things up. To attack on time was a risk; to ask for a postponement meant running foul of Stalin. There was nothing for it, however, in view of the delays with men and ammunitions, but to seek four more days, reasons for which Voronov set out in his letter to the Stavka:



To proceed with the execution of Koltso at the time authorized by you does not seem possible owing to the 4–5 day delay in the arrival of reinforcement units, trains with reinforcement drafts and ammunition trains.


To speed up their movement we agreed to unloading many trains and transport columns at a considerable distance from the points agreed in the plans for detraining and unloading. That measure involved the loss of a great deal of time in then shifting units, reinforcements and ammunition up to the front.

Our correctly proportioned plan was then thrown out of gear by the unscheduled movement of trains and transports to comrade Vatutin’s left wing. Comrade Rokossovskii requests that the opening of operations be changed to plus four. I have personally checked all calculations.

All this impels a request for you to authorize commencement of Koltso at plus four. [VIZ, 1962 (5), p. 81.]



Stalin telephoned at once to find out what Voronov meant by ‘plus four’. The rebuke was stinging when it came:



You’ll sit it out so long down there that the Germans will take you [Voronov] and Rokossovskii prisoner. You don’t think about what can be done, only about what can’t be done. We need to be finished as quickly as possible there and you deliberately hold things up. [Ibid.]



Grudgingly Stalin gave Voronov ‘plus four’. Koltso was now to open on 10 January.



Faced with the problem of relating requisite strength to maximum speed, there was some justification for Stalin’s fierce impatience with Voronov. During the last ten days of December 1942 the Stavka had worked feverishly to finish the planning for the massive counter-offensive designed to roll over the German southern wing to engulf Army Groups A, Don and B. At the northern end of the Soviet–German front, the Leningrad and Volkhov Front command received confirmation of orders despatched on 8 December to proceed with the de-blockading of Leningrad. The freeing of Leningrad, the destruction of Sixth Army at Stalingrad, a Soviet offensive into the eastern Donbas, an attack in the direction of Kursk and Kharkov, and the trapping of Army Group A in the Caucasus would signal the general expulsion of German forces from Soviet territory, and the destruction of the entire southern wing of the German army would offer a decisive strategic success. At the end of 1942 the Soviet command reckoned that twenty-five per cent of German strength on the southern wing had been eliminated: Sixth Army, one of the most powerful in the Wehrmacht, was encircled and the force sent out to its relief defeated; Fourth Panzer had been severely mauled; 3rd and 4th Rumanian Armies had been battered to pieces; and 8th Italian Army for all practical purposes shattered. With the distance between inner and outer encirclement now some sixty-five miles, Paulus and his men were doomed. The Soviet outer encirclement ran from Novaya Kalitva in the north (Voronezh Front) through Millerovo, west of Tormosin and east of Zimovniki. The time had come for a concerted attack on the three German army groups in the south.


In the early hours of 22 December, Golikov, commander of the Voronezh Front, attended a Stavka session which discussed the operational plans for a second strike on the middle reaches of the Don, aimed this time at the 2nd Hungarian Army and the remnants of 8th Italian Army. This attack would clear enemy forces from the Ostrogorzhsk–Kamenka–Rossosh area (between Kantemirovka and Voronezh), an indispensable prelude to developing a Soviet offensive in the direction of Kursk and Kharkov. The South-Western Front would at the same time attack in the direction of Voroshilovgrad. Golikov’s new offensive would bring his forces into the south-western sector of the Voronezh oblast between the Don and the Oskol, the shortest route to Kursk and Kharkov, and a key railway network. In Stalin’s plans to liberate the Kharkov industrial region, the Donbas and the northern Caucasus, the rail links had a key role to play; both the Voronezh and South-Western Fronts were severely restricted by lack of rail facilities. (The storming of Stalingrad would also reopen direct rail links with the north Caucasus.) Golikov’s orders were precise enough: to attack on his centre and on his left, to eliminate enemy forces between Voronezh and Kantemirovka, and to seize the Liskaya–Kantemirovka rail link (upon which both the Voronezh and South-Western Fronts could then be based for future offensive operations aimed at Kharkov and the Donbas). To secure Voronezh Front operations from the south, Vatutin was to use his 6th Army in an attack ‘in the general direction of Pokrovskoe’. General Zhukov and Col.-Gen. Vasilevskii would ‘co-ordinate’ the offensive, which was timed for mid-January.

On the Trans-Caucasus Front, Tyulenev had submitted his own plan for an offensive designed to liberate Maikop: his front consisted of two elements, the right wing holding the Kayasula–Mozdok–Bakhan line and the left running along the coast, the ‘Black Sea Group’ under Petrov. The left wing held First Panzer Army; the right, 17th Army. In November Tyulenev had been ordered to strengthen Petrov’s group with troops and artillery, movement which involved the Front command in vast construction work to build roads and erect bridges. At the same time, Tyulenev held back a considerable body of troops—10th Guards Rifle Corps, 3rd Rifle Corps and two rifle divisions—on his right wing, the ‘Northern Group’, in spite of the Stavka’s insistence that they should go to Petrov.

On 29 December Tyulenev was told to scrap his plans for an attack on Maikop and to prepare an entirely new operation. The encirclement of Army Group A was to be accomplished now by two Soviet drives, one by the ‘Black Sea Group’ (Trans-Caucasus Front) attacking towards Krasnodar-Tikhoretsk and a second by the Southern Front (the new designation of the Stalingrad Front from 1 January 1943), using 51st and 28th Armies to advance on Salsk-Tikhoretsk, followed by a joint advance on Rostov. In addition, the Black Sea Group would attack right-flank units of Seventeenth Army in the Novorossiisk area and seize the Taman peninsula, the German escape route to the Crimea. Neither Petrov nor Tyulenev were exactly enamoured of the Stavka plan for the Trans-Caucasus Front. Moving troops through mountains during the worst period of the winter weather, or shifting them from Vladikavkaz to Poti by rail and thence by sea to the northerly sections of Petrov’s coastal forces, were equally difficult prospects. After debating the problem with Petrov, Tyulenev telephoned Stalin in an effort to have the ‘Maikop operation’ restored. Stalin refused: Tyulenev would attack from the Black Sea Group, the ‘Krasnodar variant’ stood, and to cut off Army Group A the Trans-Caucasus Front would go for Bataisk and Tikhoretsk to cut escape routes at Rostov and Eisk. Petrov, who had defended Sevastopol, wryly admitted to Tyulenev that this one was a ‘tough nut’.
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Map 1 Operations in the North Caucasus, January–April 1943


To crack ‘the nut’, Tyulenev and Petrov proposed two operations, Operation Gory (‘Heights’) to break Seventeenth Army defences at Goryschii Kluch and then a drive to the river Kuban and Krasnograd; Operation More (‘Sea’) would use the left flank of 47th Army and a seaborne landing at Yuzhnaya Ozereika to clear German forces from Novorossiisk. This met with Stalin’s approval, but he emphasized to Tyulenev that First Panzer was beginning to pull out of the northern Caucasus—shipping back all unnecessary equipment, demolishing dumps and blowing up roads. Petrov must get to the Tikhoretsk area and stop enemy material being moved westwards. The main assignment was formalized in the Stavka directive of 4 January, which prescribed forming a powerful column from the ‘Black Sea Group’ to strike towards Bataisk–Azov, ‘slip into’ Rostov from the east and cut off Army Group A. Stalin himself gave Tyulenev his orders:



Tell Petrov to start his movement on time, without holding back for anything even for an hour and without waiting for reserves to move up. [Tyulenev, Cherez tri voiny, p. 250.]



When Tyulenev pointed out that Petrov had no experience in breakthrough operations, Stalin told Tyulenev to go to the Black Sea Group himself and see that these orders were carried out. Meanwhile First Panzer had begun to fall back towards the Kuma, a situation which Maslennikov in command of the ‘Northern Group’ (44th, 58th, 9th, 37th Armies, 4th Kuban and 5th Don Cavalry Corps) failed dismally to exploit, much as in October he had bungled the defence. Still in fear of a German attack on Groznyi and Dzaudzhikai, he had closed up on his left and centre, thus depriving the right flank of badly needed strength. With signals completely disorganized he lost touch with the formation trying to attack First Panzer Army. Vasilevskii on 7 January was obliged to intervene in the interests of speeding the attack; on his orders, 4th Kuban, 5th Don Cavalry Corps and tank units were assembled into a ‘cavalry-mechanized group’ under Lt.-Gen. N.Ya. Kirichenko and given instructions to strike north-westwards for Armavir or Nevinnomysska in an effort to trap German forces on that axis. Maslennikov was told to leave only a minimum of forces on his left; while Kirichenko’s mobile force moved on Armavir, 44th Army would attack in the direction of Stavropol. Petrov meanwhile had to report to the Stavka on 7 January that ‘full concentration of forces assigned primarily [to me] is impossible’.

The winter gales seriously interfered with supply by sea and since 5 January rainstorms had washed away roads and brought floods which swept down bridges; heavy artillery was stuck in the mountain passes. Petrov’s operation was postponed for four days, until 16 January.

Trapping First Panzer Army depended on close co-ordination between the Southern Front and the two groups of the Trans-Caucasus Front, the Northern and Black Sea Group. While Petrov struggled to build up his Black Sea Group for its attack on Krasnodar and thence Tikhoretsk, the Southern Front received orders to attack in two directions, with its right wing along the lower reaches of the Don towards Rostov and with its left towards Salsk and Tikhoretsk. The Soviet armoured formations had already taken a heavy battering in the Kotelnikovo fighting; now, ploughing through snow and moving every hour away from their supply bases, 3rd Guards and 13th Mechanized Corps needed more tanks and fresh supplies. The Front command asked for 300 new tanks. The Stavka on 4 January promised 150 and suggested that the remainder be made up from machines repaired on the spot. Trufanov’s 51st and Gerasimenko’s 28th Armies ran into stiff opposition at Zimovniki, which was finally cleared on 7 January; this left an open flank, which was closed by moving 2nd Guards Army armoured formations to the Zimovniki area to operate between the Don and the Sal. On the right wing of the Southern Front, Popov’s 5th Shock Army and part of 2nd Guards, under its deputy commander Kreizer, pressed on to the Kagalnik. By 11 January, Malinovskii’s 2nd Guards and Trufanov’s 51st Armies had reached the river Manych between its mouth and the railway station of Proletarskaya; Rotmistrov (whose 7th Tank Corps was now 3rd Guards) was in command of a ‘mechanized group’ consisting of his own corps (3rd Guards), 2nd and 6th Mechanized Corps and 98th Rifle Division—a force Malinovskii hoped to use in seizing Rostov and Bataisk by a very rapid drive. Malinovskii issued orders for Rotmistrov to seize crossing bridgeheads on the southern bank of the Manych by the morning of 17 January, and then to go for Bataisk and Rostov.

For all this pressure south of the Don, and for all Popov’s attacks with 5th Shock Army along the lower Don through Konstantinovskii, Rostov would not be so speedily closed off. Nor could the Southern Front, for all its exertions, break through to Tikhoretsk. After the middle of January, First Panzer Army, having speeded up its withdrawal very considerably, had established ‘operational co-operation’ with Fourth Panzer. Rostov must now be held to secure lines of communication, though the survival of First Panzer was scarcely at risk. Meanwhile, Petrov’s offensive with his Black Sea Group, aimed at Krasnodar-Tikhoretsk, slowly but surely ground to an inevitable halt. Struggling with floods and winter mud, Petrov could only attack in stages; on 11 January, Lt.-Gen. Leselidze’s 4th Army and Maj.-Gen. Ryzhkov’s 18th Army began their diversionary attacks aimed at Maikop and Belorechenskaya, but within twenty-four hours pouring rain flecked with light snow brought havoc to transport columns. Ryzhkov’s troops fighting in the mountains floundered in snow drifts. The diversionary attack

on the left flank, mounted by Maj.-Gen. Kamkov’s 47th Army—the main instrument of Operation ‘Heights’—began its operations on 16 January in much the same appalling conditions in the wooded, mountainous terrain. With roads awash and streams turned into miniature rivers, with artillery bogged down despite the feverish manhandling of guns and with aircraft the only means of supply on his left, Grechko made only painful progress towards Krasnodar. On 20 January Petrov reported to Vasilevskii that any movement of armour was out of the question. Four days later Grechko was glued to the ground on the southern approaches to Krasnodar, and the prospect of the drive on Tikhoretsk vanished completely.

On 24 January, when to the north-east of Rostov Vatutin’s South-Western Front and 5th Shock Army on the northern wing of Southern Front had reached the rivers Aidar and Northern Donets, and while to the east and south-east the Soviet line of advance ran along the lower reaches of the Don and the Manych, and on to Belaya Glina, Armavir and Labinskaya, the Stavka decided upon a rapid change of plan to sever the German escape routes. The three armies of the Southern Front (2nd Guards, 51st and 28th Armies) operating south of the Don were to operate with the right-flank armies of the Northern Group of the Trans-Caucasus Front (44th and 58th Armies plus the ‘cavalry-mechanized group’), in an attack on Bataisk, shutting off Rostov from the south and then moving along the coast of the sea of Azov. The capture of Bataisk would halt the movement of German forces through Rostov into the Donbas (and would thus hinder the build-up of a new German front). In order to trap Seventeenth Army, the left-flank armies of the Northern Group (9th and 37th Armies) were to operate with Petrov’s Black Sea Group; Petrov was to concentrate his main forces north-east of Novorossiisk in order to break through at Krimskaya and thereby prevent any escape into the Taman peninsula. Finally, the Northern Group of Tyulenev’s command was established as an independent front, the North Caucasus Front. On the same day, Hitler finally decided to bring all of First Panzer, whose southern wing was still at Armavir, back through Rostov; Fourth Panzer would, therefore, have to hold south of the Don.

Manstein’s grip on the lower Don, however, was made totally precarious by the calamities precipitated on the upper Don by Golikov’s attack launched on 12 January against the 2nd Hungarian Army—the Ostrogorzhsk–Rossosh operation. This had ripped a huge and gaping hole in the German front from south of Voronezh to Voroshilovgrad, and dangerously loosened the German hold on the Donbas by opening the way to the Donets and on to the Dnieper crossings or the sea of Azov. Golikov’s operational plan called for three simultaneous strikes by his Front command, a method selected to ensure surprise and to inhibit enemy reserves. The ‘northern group’ (Maj.-Gen. Moskalenko’s 40th Army), was to aim for Alekseyevka, where it would link up with the ‘southern group’ (Maj.-Gen. Rybalko’s 3rd Tank Army) moving out from north-west of Kantemirovka; meanwhile the ‘central group’ (Maj.-Gen. Zykov’s 18th Independent Rifle Corps)

would move west, south-west and south. For immediate security of the operations to the south, Maj.-Gen. Sokolov’s 7th Cavalry Corps would attack towards Valuiki, while to the north 4th Tank Corps would secure Moskalenko’s external flank (a guard against possible German attack from the Voronezh–Kastornoe direction). For the forthcoming operations the Stavka had substantially reinforced the Voronezh Front: Rybalko’s 3rd Tank Army (its HQ in the Tula area) was moved in with its two tank corps, 12th and 15th, four rifle divisions (48th, 184th, 180th and 111th), one independent rifle brigade (87th) and two artillery components. With a second burst of reinforcement, Golikov was assigned three more rifle divisions, one tank brigade and a ski brigade.

Moskalenko’s planning was finished by 25 December (40th Army had prepared a contingency plan even before 21 December), but the planning of the Front operation was supervised by General Zhukov, joined by Col.-Gen. Vasilevskii and with the participation of Maj.-Gen. V.D. Ivanov from the Operations Section of the General Staff. Peresypkin, head of Red Army Signals, was also present during the planning and preparation. From 3 January 1943, Front preparations came under the immediate control of Zhukov and Vasilevskii as Stavka representatives, and not without Zhukov laying about him a little. It was, nevertheless, an offensive planned with minute attention to detail, bearing many of the marks of Zhukov’s close, unbending scrutiny: he was furious at a suspected breach of security (though none had in fact occurred and the offensive enjoyed its advantage of surprise). Enemy air reconnaissance failed to reveal the preparations, and the Hungarian commanders reported nothing untoward. Soviet units moved at night, though snow-bound roads made movement far from easy; at the ‘northern group’, 4th Tank Corps was behind schedule and finally Golikov was obliged to seek Stalin’s permission for a postponement, to 14 January. Stalin agreed.

Two days earlier, on 12 January, Moskalenko had begun a reconnaissance in force. On the following day the 7th Hungarian Division took to its heels and Moskalenko decided to commit his main force, breaking through the enemy defensive zone to a depth of some three miles. Rybalko’s 3rd Tank Army attacked on 14 January in thick mist; by the evening, with two tanks corps in action, Rybalko was twelve miles into the enemy positions and Maj.-Gen. Koptsov’s 15th Tank Corps had overrun the HQ of XXIV Panzer Corps. Soviet cavalry struck out very successfully for Valuiki and under the pale winter sun on 19 January the horsemen in black capes and flying hoods charged down the hapless Italians, killing and wounding more than a thousand before this brief resistance by the fleeing, hungry and frostbitten men of the 5th Italian Infantry Division ended. By that time thirteen divisions had been trapped, 56,000 men made prisoner (and approximately the same number killed by Soviet reckoning), and 1,700 tanks, 2,800 machine-guns, 55,000 rifles, and lorries and horses by the thousand, as well as whole ammunition dumps, had been captured. A few days later in Budapest the rumours flew round the streets that ‘the Hungarians have perished to a man’. The final elimination of the encircled divisions lasted until

the end of the month, by which time the tally of prisoners rose to 86,900; in his letter to Hitler, Admiral Horthy subsequently listed the loss of 80,000 officers and men killed, with 63,000 wounded. The 2nd Hungarian Army, remnants of the 8th Italian Army, the Italian Alpine Corps and XXIV Panzer Corps were rubbed out of the German order of battle. Between Voronezh and Kantemirovka a 120-mile breach gaped in the German line.

On the evening of 18 January, when the Soviet pincers first closed on the Hungarians and Italians, Vasilevskii, who had supervised the execution of the present operation, presented Stalin with proposals for the next attack. This was to unroll on the German Second Army and thereby eliminate Army Group B completely: the ‘Voronezh–Kastornoe operation’ was directed at the exposed northern and southern flanks of Second Army, which was now trapped in a salient, with the Bryansk Front to the north and the Voronezh Front to the south. Wiping out this twelve-division force (125,000-men strong) would establish ideal conditions for an attack on Kursk (and also release more north-south railway lines). Two Soviet fronts, Bryansk and Voronezh, would co-operate to accomplish the Voronezh–Kastornoe encirclement. On Lt.-Gen. Max Reiter’s Bryansk Front, Maj.-Gen. N.P. Pukhov’s 13th Army—that disastrously unlucky army of 1941—would attack from the north to Kastornoe, and, from Golikov’s right and centre, Moskalenko’s 40th, Maj.-Gen. Chernyakhovskii’s 60th and Lt.-Gen. Chibisov’s 38th Army would attack from the south-east (40th and 60th) and the north-west (38th). The Stavka permitted the use of Reiter’s left flank, but could make no other reinforcement available. The provisional date was fixed at 24–26 January. On 24 January Moskalenko attacked in the worst of wintry conditions—fog, a blizzard which blew from dawn onwards, and the temperature down to minus twenty degrees; shortly after noon, the tanks of Kravchenko’s 4th Tank Corps (recently at Stalingrad) moved up, using up great quantities of fuel by slithering off the roads and in towing stranded machines. By night Soviet U-2s dropped them drums of diesel oil. German troops had already started to pull back from Voronezh and the Don, but three Soviet armies, 60th, 38th and finally Pukhov’s 13th, now joined the attack. On the morning of 28 January, armoured units of the Bryansk Front moving from the north and west, and those of the Voronezh Front advancing from the south and east, closed on Kastornoe, where the fighting lasted until the early hours of 29 January.

Although the trap had not closed entirely on Second Army, two of its three corps had been encircled. Army Group B had been sliced away from Army Group Don and destroyed as an effective command. Along a 150-mile sector running along the railway line from Kursk–Kastornoe and south to Kupyansk (South-Western Front) only five German divisions were holding the line, with only three in operational reserve at Kharkov. On this calculation, the quicker Soviet armies struck out for Kursk and Kharkov the better, before German reserves concentrated at Kharkov. Vasilevskii and Golikov pressed this argument upon Stalin on 21 January in a survey of the possibilities presented by the

breakthrough on the upper Don. Once the Voronezh–Kastornoe operation was completed, the Voronezh Front would concentrate its striking forces on the line of the river Oskol on a sector running from Stary Oskol to Urazovo, and from there launch a three-pronged attack on Kharkov. This idea Stalin approved in principle, and Golikov was ordered to prepare this offensive which would be opened no later than 1–2 February, an operation which received the codename Zvezda (‘Star’). On the eve of the Kastornoe operation, Golikov let Chernyakhovskii and Chibisov in on the course of future operations, ‘promising’ the Kharkov operation to the army which first liberated Kastornoe. As Soviet armour moved in on this important rail junction on 28 January, Golikov issued the first orders connected with the Kursk–Kharkov attack—Second Army was to be fully eliminated as right-flank armies moved up to the Tim and Oskol river-lines, from which the Kursk–Kharkov attack would be launched. Voronezh Front operations, however, were themselves only part of a much greater undertaking, the strategic counter-offensive on the southern wing, also involving the South-Western and Southern Fronts, to liberate the Ukraine, the Donbas and to drive along the shore of the sea of Azov. The Stavka directives, which were being prepared and which would within days be on their way to Front commanders, set the terminal line for the Soviet advance before the spring thaw at Chernigov–Kherson. In the Stalingrad ring, where Operation Koltso had opened on 10 January with an enormous barrage followed at 0900 hours by the first tank and infantry attacks, Paulus had surrendered himself at his HQ in the Univermag building on 31 January. Behind the humiliation of one man lay the appalling agonies and grievous suffering of thousands of men in Sixth Army, the army which had done much to fell the Low Countries, Yugoslavia, Greece and the Ukraine. Before the opening of the attack, Voronov on 4–5 January had conceived the idea of sending an ultimatum to Sixth Army to surrender or be destroyed. The Stavka approved the text submitted by Voronov, and on 7 January radio contact was established with Sixth Army HQ to arrange the passage of emissaries, Major Smyslov and Captain Dyatlenko. The first attempt to hand over the ultimatum failed. The Stavka was all for calling off the attempt, but on the morning of 9 January the two Soviet officers, blindfolded (with bandages they carried already prepared in their own pockets), were taken to a German command post. Paulus refused to meet the emissaries, who were informed that Sixth Army’s commander already knew the contents of the message from Soviet radio transmission.

At the German refusal to accept surrender terms, the Stavka inquired of Voronov: ‘What do you propose to do next?’ Voronov signalled that Koltso would open as planned on ‘plus four’. Just after dawn on the morning of 10 January, Rokossovskii and Voronov took their stations at Batov’s command post with 65th Army. At 0805 hours with the signal rockets flickering along the perimeters, massed Soviet artillery—more than 7,000 guns, howitzers and heavy mortars mounting the heaviest Soviet barrage so far in the war—opened fire through the swirling winter fog, a fierce bombardment that ranged over the German defences

as the prelude to the attack from the west, the north-west, the north-east and the south, along the fifty miles of the inner encirclement. During the night, bombers of the 16th Air Army raided German positions on the perimeter and in the depth of the pocket; while the barrage was fired off in the morning, more bombers and ground-attack planes with fighter escorts pounded the positions again, paying close attention to the aerodromes. Soviet artillery spotters correcting the fire through the mist watched ‘a sea of flame’ and columns of smoke rising from the German positions. After fifty-five minutes of this battering, a salvo of rockets signalled the infantry attack: Soviet riflemen riding on tanks followed by more infantry moved through the thick snow into the smoke-covered German lines, a bludgeoned ruin of bodies, smashed guns and tumbled pillboxes. The fierceness of the Soviet assault appalled the Germans (who had expected the attack somewhat later), and the tenacity of the Germans troubled the Russians. On the perimeter, for all the short, savage counter-attacks, the Soviet tanks rolled on to gun-pits and dugouts flattening guns which fired off their meagre ammunition. On the first day Soviet troops had advanced as far as five miles on some sectors. Voronov began the first of his daily reports to the Stavka on the course of the operations.

After three days of very heavy fighting, the western tip of the pocket, the ‘Marinovka nose’, was reduced on 12 January at the cost to the Don Front of 26,000 casualties and the loss of 135 tanks (by the evening of 12 January only 122 of the original tank force of 257 remained). Four days later the southeastern area (Tsybenko–Elkhi–Peschanki–Alekseyevka) was occupied, while 65th and 21st Armies drove forward into the middle pocket. The main supply airfield, Pitomnik, had fallen to the Russians; along the road to Pitomnik lay the ghastliest human wreckage, the wounded who in their thousands had hauled themselves in their infinity of agonies towards the German transport aircraft. As the Russians closed in, maddened men fought to board the JU-52s, behind them great clumps of dead frozen to a brittle stiffness. Elsewhere, batteries and battalions fought down to the last rounds, and in the, closing act divisional and corps commanders with their staff officers took up posts as the last, despairing riflemen of their formations. The withdrawal eastwards pressed more and more ragged, starving men into the terrible ruins of the city as supplies and ammunition finally dribbled away without even the minuscule scraps of the past weeks.

The bitter and unyielding German resistance baffled Voronov on two counts: why was there no surrender, and where did this strength spring from? One answer was provided by the capture of German orders forbidding surrender, while the interrogation of prisoners showed that German officers were stiffening garrisons, however minute, wherever possible. The real shock came with the interrogation of the quarter-master of Sixth Army, Colonel von Kulowsky. The Soviet command now learned that up to 22 November, 250,000 German troops had been encircled, of which 215,000 remained by 10 January: losses to that date had been 10,000 killed and 25,000 wounded (10,000 wounded being taken out by transport

planes). Since the Soviet attack began, only 1,200 casualties had been evacuated by air; no reinforcements had been flown in save for 500 men returning from leave. The German troops were now living off their horses and had already consumed 39,000 of them.
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Map 2 Operation Koltso, Stalingrad, January–February 1943

On the morning of 17 January, Soviet army commanders met at a command conference at which Voronov and Rokossovskii were late in arriving. The commanders wanted a break in operations, two or three days’ pause, in which to regroup; the low tally of prisoners taken by the Red Army—6,896—as well as Soviet casualties was proof enough of the savagery of the fighting. The offensive continued, however, without ‘the pause’ suggested by the formation commanders. From Gumrak, the only airfield left to the defenders apart from one air-strip, the transports flew out the last of the wounded. Four aircraft had landed at Gumrak on 18 January, but this small runway, covered with the debris of scattered stores and smashed machines, could render only minute aid to the Stalingrad ‘fortress’, which had shrunk in depth and width to a mere ten miles by five. On 22 January Soviet troops began the final reduction of the German divisions now bereft of two-thirds of their strength. Gumrak fell that day after heavy fighting, and the Soviet tanks moved eastwards along the railway line. On the same day, forward elements of 21st Army made contact at Krasnyi Oktyabr with Rodmitsev’s 13th Guards from Chuikov’s 62nd Army. Having halved the

pocket, Soviet troops had finally split it in two. Throughout the seven hours of winter daylight, Soviet guns were ranged as rapidly as possible on their targets; the tanks churned over section after section, wiping out weapon-pits and dugouts or simply grinding the defenders into their holes in the ground. Outside in the high wind and under the endless bombardment survivors of divisions, privates and generals alike, assembled to fight the last battle to the last round; below ground were the horrendous cellars, the largest in the centre of the city, cavernous clammy morgues filled with the dead, the dying and even more wounded.

During the night of 31 January, units of the 38th Motorized Rifle Brigade and 329th Engineer Battalion blockaded the Univermag building, headquarters of Sixth Army. All telephone lines were cut. In the morning, senior lieutenants Il’chenko and Mezhirko with a few tommy-gunners went into the ruined building and into the basement to present a formal Soviet ultimatum and demand for capitulation. At noon, Field-Marshal Paulus was driven off in a car to Shumilov’s HQ and thence to Zavarykin, Don Front command centre, where Voronov and Rokossovskii waited to interrogate him. Although a general surrender now took place, in the northern sector the German garrison continued to resist. On 1 February, concentrating many thousands of guns (300 to one kilometre, five times the density of the opening barrage), Soviet gunners poured shells on to this group in a fifteen-minute pulverisation bombardment. At 1600 hours on 2 February 1943, operations formally ceased at Stalingrad.

It remained only to round up the prisoners and bury the dead. The Soviet tally was twenty-two divisions destroyed, plus 160 support and reinforcement units. The list of captured equipment from the Don Front rolled on—5,762 guns, 1,312 mortars, 156,987 rifles, 10,722 automatic weapons, 10,679 motorcycles, 240 tractors, 3,569 bicycles, 933 telephone sets, 397 kilometres of signals cable.… On 4 February Voronov and Rokossovskii flew to Moscow. The Don Front was wound up, and its forces, organized into the Central Front, were on their way to deployment between the Voronezh and Bryansk Fronts, facing Kursk. During his stay in Moscow, Rokossovskii learned that he would command the new Front and that its assignment was to carry out a deep outflanking blow in the direction of Gomel–Moghilev–Orsha and Smolensk, a great scything attack into the flank and rear of Army Group Centre.



A new glittering Red Army, laden with decorations, loaded with honours and stiffened with braid, rose swiftly out of the blood and grime of the Stalingrad victory. First came the new marshals, among whom Stalin himself was to figure very shortly. On 18 January 1943, the day on which the Leningrad blockade was pierced by the junction of the Leningrad and Volkhov Fronts and the day after the Soviet communiqué on the breaking of the German defences at Stalingrad, General Zhukov publicly received his appointment as Marshal of the Soviet Union; Col.-Gen. Voronov also became a Marshal of Artillery (the Supreme

Soviet having two days earlier formalized the wholly new appointments of ‘Marshal of Artillery’, ‘Marshal of the Armoured Forces’ and ‘Marshal of Aviation’ for the Soviet armed forces). Novikov, who had commanded the air forces at Stalingrad, and Fedorenko both became colonel-generals. Within two months, Novikov, the iron man of the Red air force who had pulled this arm out of the shattering chaos of 1941, became the first Marshal of Aviation (and went on to become chief Marshal of Aviation). Vasilevskii was promoted to full general on 18 January and a month later, with the fall of Kharkov, was appointed a Marshal of the Soviet Union, a meteoric rise which had taken him from major-general to marshal in just under twenty months. The field commanders received their share of promotion, but none as yet attained the Marshal’s gold star: Rokossovskii became a colonel-general (and was by April a full general); Govorov in Leningrad became a colonel-general. The formation commanders each received higher notches of rank. Important also were the decorations, a whole array of which had been introduced in all their evocative distinctiveness, like the Order of Suvorov (with three classes) of which Badanov at 25th Tank Crops had been, for his raid, the first recipient.

Stalin moved swiftly and adroitly into this newly constituted military elite. Up till now he had enjoyed the title of ‘Supreme Commander’, Verkhovnyi, though without formal military rank as such; after the capture of Kharkov in mid-February, and the first Red Army Day (23 January) with a real scent of triumph about it, Stalin himself assumed the title of Marshal of the Soviet Union, a ‘concession’ to the collective appeal of the Politburo. There was, however, more to it than the Marshal’s star with its gold and jewels and mere adhesion to the powerful cult of the army. Stalin’s assumption of rank came at a time which he himself identified in his Order of the Day on 23 February as ‘the decisive moment of the war’; simultaneously, and for the first time, Soviet operations were publicly identified with ‘Stalinist strategy’ and a ‘Stalinist military school of thought’ (the very first hint of which had appeared exactly a year before in the Order of the Day No. 55 which put the five ‘permanently operating factors’—postoyanno deistvuyushchii faktory, the solidity of the rear, the morale of the army, the quantity and quality of divisions, weaponing, and the capability of the command staff—above ‘transitory’ aspects such as ‘surprise attack’). The great and subsequently grotesque rationalization of early defeat was the myth of ‘planned withdrawal’, though this great exculpation of Stalin had yet to be formulated into a set of ritual phrases.

Stalin had also announced the transformation of the Red Army into a regular, professional force, a cadre army upon which was conferred all the outward signs of military professionalism—promotion, decoration and now badges of rank with the introduction of the shoulder-boards, the pogon, which in 1917 soldiers had torn off the shoulders of officers of the Imperial Russian Army. When new rank marks were being debated, Marshal Budenny reminded the officers discussing the problem of the revolutionary slogan ‘Doloi zolotopogonnikov!’. (‘Down with

the golden shoulder-boards!’). The question of formal rank insignia (instead of the collar badges with their geometrical rhomboids and diamonds) came to the fore early in 1942, over the need to distinguish the Guards regiments and divisions: men in Guards units wore their distinctive sign, Gvardiya, and it was proposed to give them special Guards uniforms and the pogon. But to give shoulder-boards to elite formations and to ignore the rest meant, as a number of officers pointed out, ‘making two armies’. Three times Stalin refused to take any binding decision although he was shown all the designs for uniforms and shoulder-boards for ‘soldiers, sergeants, officers and generals’. Then in October 1942 Stalin decided—the pogon for each man in the Red Army. Front and formation commanders were all for the idea, to distinguish ‘officers from men’, and to increase ‘the authority of the commanders’.

Early in October Zhukov and Vasilevskii were consulted by Stalin at the close of a Stavka session (dealing with the Stalingrad offensive) over the question of the pogon. Stalin told them that the State Defence Committee had decided to go ahead in the interests of ‘strengthening discipline’, in which the first step would be the elimination of ‘dual command’ and the institution of edinonachalie—duly enacted on 9 October—and then the formalization of ranks in the Soviet armed forces. Khrulev then showed Zhukov and Vasilevskii the proposed new uniforms and shoulder-boards. At the final meeting at the Kremlin, all those present voted in favour of the pogon—including Shchadenko, head of the Main Administration for Forming New Units, hitherto a bitter opponent of the pogon but who now raised both his hands in agreement, to the astonishment of the assembled officers. At the beginning of January Khrulev approached Stalin for a final decision on the pogon, much to Stalin’s annoyance, who jumped at him for ‘going on about it’; but in a few minutes Col.-Gen. Drachev, chief supply officer, was summoned to the Kremlin, where Stalin, Kalinin and Khrulev were looking at the designs. Kalinin was full of approval; Stalin joked about Khrulev’s ‘suggesting that we bring back the old regime’. On 6 January 1943 the Supreme Soviet issued its decree on the introduction of the pogon, which would be put up in the first half of February. (A special factory in Moscow had to run out the new emblems; a Soviet order to Britain for gold braid angered British officials, incensed at shipping what to them were mere fripperies. But this was no mere ornament, for it marked, physically and visibly, a major transition in the Red Army.)

The final, and irrevocable, transition to military orthodoxy meant more than gold braid. A few months later, on 24 July 1943, ranks from corporal to lieutenant-colonel were formalized, and if the pogon associated the Red Army with the traditions of the Imperial officer corps, the rehabilitation of what had been once one of the most hated words and which had endured as a rigid class taboo—‘officer’, ofitser—closed the circle completely. Side by side with the privileges, however, went the penalties; during the autumn of 1942 penal-battalions, the strafbats (with special officer penal-battalions) were introduced into the Red Army.

Discipline was screwed tighter and tighter; the commissars were militarized; the less the obligation to ‘socialism’, the greater the duty to sheer professionalism and strict military orthodoxy. At the same time, the party organs within the armed forces were restructured to compensate for the loss of direct influence: the battalion party organization became the fundamental unit of party activity (previously it had been at regimental level), with the object of bringing the widest range of ‘officers, sergeants and men’ into the circle of party influence. The Central Committee pronouncement of 24 May assigned to the battalion party organization the position of ‘primary party organization’. There was also a defensive as well as a compensating aspect to this reorganization, for the officers were now inclined to press their military advantages to the full and already by February 1943 some of the previous army–party tension had begun to reassert itself. One of the chief targets of discontent within the military was the ‘military soviet’ system (with its separate representation for the political apparatus), which senior officers sought to displace.

Far-reaching though this face-lift was, the crucial change had come with the stabilization of the very highest level of the Soviet command, within the compass of Supreme Commander–Deputy Supreme Commander–Stavka. In August 1942 Zhukov had taken over as Stalin’s ‘deputy’, a post formalized as Deputy to the Supreme Commander, and Vasilevskii had only just taken over the General Staff. Almost at once, Vasilevskii spent a great deal of time away from Moscow, involved as he was with the planning of the Stalingrad operations. This, in turn, threw an immense strain on the General Staff, in particular upon the head of the Operations Section, where there was a rapid turnover in officers. A.I. Bodin held this post in June–July 1942 (he was later killed on the Trans-Caucasus Front), then came A.N. Bogolyubov, V.D. Ivanov (who in January 1943 was severely wounded on the Voronezh Front), as well as P.G. Tikhomirov, P.P. Vechnyi, and Sh.N. Geniatulin. At one point even the commissar attached to the General Staff, Maj.-Gen. F.E. Bokov, took over the duties of chief, a post far beyond his capabilities for all his amiableness and his career as a party official. While at the front, Vasilevskii kept in contact with Front commanders through the General Staff signals units that followed him on his travels. At noon he reported to Stalin on developments which had taken place during the previous night, and at 21–2200 hours he reported on the day’s events. Urgent matters were signalled at once. Vasilevskii’s report was based on information received from Operations Section, where each officer responsible for a ‘sector’ or ‘axis’—the napravlentsy—compiled the data. While out of Moscow, Vasilevskii confined his basic report to the operations he was presently ‘co-ordinating’, though he found it ‘a rare day’ when Stalin had no question about the other fronts or raised no query about the movement of reserves. The Stavka was a personal staff which served Stalin as Supreme Commander, and the General Staff in turn served the Stavka as an operational planning group. For this reason, the head of the Operations Section, as well as the other administrations of the General Staff (transport, signals,

intelligence) and the Defence Commissariat, had a key role. The Chief of Operations and the heads of administrations kept their nachalniki napravlenii, specialists for given theatres and fronts, always on call; these officers assembled in what they called ‘the dressing room’, working or resting, ready to answer a summons from Stalin at a Stavka session in the Kremlin war-room. Either they supplied the requisite information to their chiefs or else they attended the Stavka session in person to present detailed situation reports.

The news in December 1942 that Lt.-Gen. A.I. Antonov, chief of staff to the Trans-Caucasus Front, was to become Chief of Operations raised a few sceptical eyebrows and prompted remarks that he would probably last as long as the others—after two or three ‘journeys’ to the Stavka, they were marched out for good on Stalin’s orders, hence the rapid turnover in personnel. Forty-six years of age, Antonov had emerged from the pre-war staff courses generally recognized as a very talented staff officer. In June 1941 he was chief of staff in the Kiev military district, served as chief of staff to the Southern Front (August 1941) and then in the Caucasus. His reputation with Stalin and the senior officer ‘permanent members’ of the Stavka was already high when in December 1942 Vasilevskii recommended him as Chief of Operations with the General Staff. Unlike his predecessors, Antonov did not rush to put in an appearance at a Stavka session; he worked for a full week, familiarizing himself with the overall situation before presenting himself to a summons. The critics and sceptics, sure that it would be a case as before of ‘a few visits and then—out’, were confounded. The first encounters with the Stavka passed off very smoothly and Antonov quickly put an end to the vigils in the ‘dressing room’ where so many officers had previously kicked their heels.

So well did Antonov acquit himself that within a month Stalin despatched him as Stavka representative to the Voronezh Front, where he arrived on 10 January, first to assist Vasilevskii and second to prepare recommendations for the Stavka on future operations. None of this impinged in the slightest on Stalin’s methods of command control, which demanded absolute obedience and ruthless punishment if caught in any infringement of ‘the rules’. During the liquidation of the Stalingrad pocket, Voronov was not allowed to begin the second stage of his operations since Karpovka had to be taken first; in fact, Voronov had launched the second phase but Stalin demanded that Voronov report ‘specially’ on the capture of Karpovka. Earlier, during the critical Kotelnikovo fighting, Stalin had refused to accept Vasilevskii’s recommendations about switching 2nd Guards Army from the inner encirclement. If Stalin was not better informed, he was at least now better advised; under Antonov’s new regime he usually asked for ‘the General Staff evaluation’ while weighing the reports of the Front commanders. Antonov presented his materials for Stalin in three sets of files, red for urgent matters (draft directives and orders), blue for matters of lower priority, and finally the green (which needed careful choice about the moment to present them), covering promotions and appointments.


On the fronts, Stalin had two sets of representatives, those from the Stavka and his civilian supervisors who joined military soviets as the political member (in addition to the commander and the chief of staff). For critically important operations, the top officers were on hand as Stavka representatives, either to supervise preparation or ‘co-ordinate’ execution (or both). Marshal Zhukov had supervised the preparations for the Voronezh Front attack on the middle Don, after which he moved to the north-west even though Marshal Voroshilov had been sent to the Leningrad area by Stalin as Stavka representative. Marshal Timoshenko had also taken over the North-Western Front but this did not preclude the ‘co-ordination’ of Marshals Zhukov and Voronov. Vasilevskii, joined by Antonov, remained with the Voronezh and Bryansk Fronts as the focus of attention shifted from the south itself into the northern Ukraine. From the Politburo or the State Defence Committee (GKO) Stalin also sent out his representatives; Malenkov of the GKO had already held a watching brief at Stalingrad during the critical days of the defence. Mekhlis, reduced since May 1942 in rank to corps commissar (lieutenant-general), returned to the front as a member of the Volkov Front military soviet; Lt.-Gen. Bulganin joined the military soviet of the Bryansk Front, and Zhdanov (a lieutenant-general at the beginning of 1943 but well ahead in the prestige race as a colonel-general by the end of it) formally sat on Govorov’s Leningrad Front military soviet as the third member. Lt.-Gen. Khrushchev soldiered on as the political member of the Southern Front.

Victory at Stalingrad was immediately and perceptibly decisive in terms of the survivability of the Soviet Union. Hitler had proclaimed that ‘a decision’ was mandatory on the’ Eastern Front in 1942 and he had invited his allies to join in this ‘crushing blow’. But the blow was spent and still the decision eluded him—for ever, as it transpired. Militarily, the results of the Russian triumph were impressive in scale—the amputation of a crack army from the Wehrmacht, the destruction of a whole segment of the Ostheer, the damage inflicted on the Luftwaffe, and the annihilation of large bodies of Axis satellite troops, Italians, Hungarians and Rumanians (who had not always served Germany so badly)—though not with such catastrophic short-term effect upon German arms as the Soviet command tended to believe. Politically, Stalingrad was a victory full of long-term potency, a slow-burning fuse which worked its way through the subsequent history of the war both on the Eastern Front and at large. If the battle of Poltava in 1709 turned Russia into a European power, then Stalingrad set the Soviet Union on the road to being a world power. In Germany, Stalingrad wrought immense psychological havoc as a harbinger of defeat. Mussolini quaked immediately. In 1943, Germany presented Japan with a plain démarche at the transfer of Soviet troops to the European theatre without any hint of Japanese ‘threat’, still less an aggressive move. Turkey had now to reckon on the Soviet Union as a potential victor.

In one of the most nightmarish battles of modern war, its duration matched by its ferocity, the Red Army had ground down a crack German army to

unparalleled defeat. It was now Stalin’s turn to capitalize upon disaster, to seek decisive strategic success. Exuberance there was certainly over Stalingrad, in abundance and at all levels—German intelligence reports underlined the movement of kampflustig Soviet formations to the front—but the Soviet command did not as yet draw definite distinctions between confidence, overconfidence and miscalculation. At the end of January, vastly overrating the present capabilities of the Red Army and seriously underestimating the ability of the Wehrmacht to recover itself, Stalin prepared for the transition to a massive, multi-front counter-offensive aimed along three strategic axes: south-western, western and north-western. One year ago, in the winter battles of early 1942, he had tried a simultaneous assault on all three German army groups only to fail. Now he was about to repeat the strategy and, with it, the blunder (as costly as ever to the Red Army) of failing to concentrate decisively on clearly prescribed objectives—either the destruction of enemy forces in the field or the recapture of territory (with vital fuel supplies, sources of power and raw materials). Stalin wanted both. Therefore the ‘main blow’, the glavnyi udar, would unroll in staggered offensives across the entire face of the Eastern Front.
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