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I Saw the Battle

 

Believe me, I saw fighting I could not have imagined – even in my dreams,

As shell after shell shrouded the mound of bodies in smoke

And jagged metal traced our fates with its claw –

Ripping all asunder,

Carving black mushroom clouds in the sky.

 

Believe me, I saw the fighting, and felt its chill

As death marched alongside us

And I will remember that fighting for ever –

As it closes its hands around my throat

And I wake at night, helpless,

A boat caught in a whirlpool, unable to break free of its swirl.

 

But I am no longer afraid.

I survived at the gates of hell –

I saw the battle.

Mikhail Borisov
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Preface

Combat on the Second World War’s eastern front was on a scale unparalleled in modern warfare. More than eight million Red Army soldiers died in four years of vicious fighting between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, and the total number of casualties among Russia’s soldiers and civilians has been estimated at 27 million. Those who survived were permanently marked by what they had endured. In this book I seek to pay tribute to the remarkable courage of these Russian fighters. I draw on a wide variety of sources – letters, diaries and personal interviews – and tell the human story of the Red Army as it turned the tables on the Germans at Stalingrad and then fought its way to Berlin, the capital of Hitler’s Reich.

This book has grown out of my earlier works on Stalingrad, Leningrad and the battle for Moscow but is far broader in scope. It is not intended as a conventional military narrative – rather, its focus is on the Red Army’s psychological experience: the human cost of fighting this terrible war. It takes the reader on a journey of unfolding horror, as Soviet soldiers witnessed genocide in the Ukraine and Belorussia and uncovered the truth about the Holocaust. The focal point of the book is the Red Army’s liberation of Auschwitz on 27 January 1945. Russian veterans can never forget what they found there. But the response of some Soviet troops when they reached German soil – committing a series of atrocities against the civilian population – was equally appalling. In this book, Russian fighters are candid about the rapes, murders and looting committed by their own side. These actions besmirched the heroism of the Red Army.

But the achievement remains a heroic one nonetheless. Between brittle Soviet propaganda – never able to acknowledge that victory against the Nazis was a flawed triumph – and Western cynicism, which denigrates the unflinching courage of the vast majority of Red Army fighters, lies a remarkable human story, one of astonishing bravery, brutalizing depravity and a deeply moving struggle against the corrosive cruelty of the war. For while some Russian soldiers succumbed to this cruelty, revelling in atrocities they themselves committed against the weak and the unprotected, many others pulled back from the brink. ‘Our army was battling for its very soul,’ one veteran said. It was a battle never fully won. But the very fact it was fought at all makes the story powerfully redemptive.

It is a pleasure to acknowledge the help I have received in enabling these human voices to come alive again. Julie Chervinsky, the director of the Blavatnik Foundation Archive in New York, has kindly given me full access to this valuable collection of Jewish Red Army letters, diaries and testimonies. Artem Drabkin, editor and compiler of the ‘I Remember’ section of www.russianbattlefield.com, has been an unfailing source of encouragement, as has the Russian Council of War Veterans in Moscow, which facilitated many of my interviews. I have acted as a consultant to the RIA Novosti History Project and the Russia Today TV series on the eastern front, and both these organizations have allowed me to draw upon their own research material. Veterans Anatoly Mereshko, Mark Slavin and Mikhail Borisov have given up weeks of their time in support of this project, and Mikhail Borisov has generously given me unlimited access to his collection of war poetry.

Colonel David Glantz, Professors Oleg Budnitskii and Maxim Shrayer have generously shared their expertise on Red Army war experience. My Moscow-based researcher and translator Lena Yakovleva has helped me in countless meetings with veterans and also provided valuable additional material from her own interview transcripts. Caroline Walton has assisted with translations of Red Army letters, memoirs and poetry. Further acknowledgements are to be found in the Endnotes, but I would particularly like to thank Andrei Toom, grandson of Soviet war correspondent and poet Pavel Antokolsky, for making his entire family archive available to me.

Antokolsky’s poem ‘Son’ commemorated the loss of his own son’s life in battle. It also spoke for a generation mutilated by war – facing a level of hardship and suffering hard to imagine in the West. In Total War I want to evoke the story of this loss, on the hard road from Stalingrad from Berlin. Without this sacrifice, Nazi Germany would never have been vanquished.
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Timeline

1941

22 June: Hitler launches Operation Barbarossa – German invasion of the Soviet Union. The Führer’s allies, Italy and Romania, declare war on Russia.

26–27 June: Finland and Hungary also declare war on Soviet Union.

28 June: Germans capture Minsk, capital of Belorussia.

8 July: 290,000 Red Army soldiers surrounded south-west of Minsk.

28 August: Tallinn, capital of Estonia, falls to Wehrmacht.

8 September: Leningrad cut off from rest of Soviet Union.

16 September: Germans encircle 665,000 Soviet troops near Kiev.

17 September: Compulsory military training introduced for all males in Soviet Union between ages of 16 and 50.

2 October: Germans launch Operation Typhoon – assault on Moscow.

13 October: Twin encirclement battles of Bryansk and Vyazma – Wehrmacht captures another 750,000 prisoners.

19 October: State of siege proclaimed in Moscow.

13–15 November: After delays caused by autumn rainy season, German offensive against Soviet capital resumes.

27 November: Advance units of Wehrmacht less than 30 km from Moscow.

5–6 December: German advance is halted and Soviet counter-offensive begins.

19 December: Hitler appoints himself commander-in-chief of the Wehrmacht.

1942

8 January: Red Army launches general offensive along entire front.

3 February: Germans encircle Soviet Twenty-Ninth Army near Rzhev.

8 February: Soviet Thirty-Third Army surrounded at Yukhnov.

19 March: Russian Second Shock Army encircled in Volkhov pocket.

20 April: End of Soviet general offensive. Germans pushed back up to 320 km from Moscow, but front stays intact.

16 May: Collapse of Red Army forces in Crimea – 176,000 casualties.

29 May: Battle of Kharkov ends with 230,000 Soviet casualties.

28 June: German Army Group South begins Operation Blue.

2 July: Soviet Second Shock Army destroyed at Volkhov – 33,000 casualties.

28 July: Stalin issues Order 227 – ‘Not a Step Back!’ order.

23 August: German Sixth Army reaches Volga north of Stalingrad. Richthofen’s Eighth Air Fleet bombs city.

26 August: General Georgi Zhukov appointed Deputy Supreme Commander of Red Army.

14 September: Germans reach centre of Stalingrad.

30 September: Wehrmacht resumes advance in Caucasus.

14 October: German offensive at Stalingrad splits Soviet Sixty-Second Army in two.

6 November: Failure of last Wehrmacht attempt to reach Caucasus oilfields.

11 November: Final German assault at Stalingrad – Soviet 138th Rifle Division is cut off on Volga embankment.

19 November: Soviet South-Western and Don Fronts launch northern pincer of Stalingrad counter-offensive, Operation Uranus.

20 November: Soviet Stalingrad Front launches southern pincer of counter-offensive.

23 November: Red Army troops meet at Kalach surrounding German and Romanian forces at Stalingrad.

12 December: Field Marshal Erich von Manstein launches attempt to relieve Stalingrad.

24 December: German relief effort fails.

1943

10 January: Soviet forces launch Operation Saturn, or Ring, reduction of Stalingrad pocket.

18 January: Red Army breaks German blockade of Leningrad and establishes land route to city.

31 January: Commander of German Sixth Army, newly promoted Field Marshal Friedrich Paulus, surrenders to Red Army.

2 February: All German resistance in Stalingrad ceases.

12–15 March: Manstein recaptures Kharkov.

15 April: Hitler issues directive for ‘Citadel’ offensive against Kursk salient.

5 July: German Army Groups Centre and South commence Operation Citadel.

10 July: Allied landings in Sicily.

12 July: Great tank battle at Prokhorovka. Result is inconclusive, but following day Hitler abandons Operation Citadel.

5 August: Orel and Belgorod recaptured by Red Army.

23 August: Soviet forces take Kharkov, bringing Kursk counter-offensive to an end.

22 September: Bukrin bridgehead established on River Dnieper.

14 October: Zaporozhye regained by Soviet forces and its giant dam saved from demolition.

6 November: Kiev falls to Red Army.

28 November–1 December: The Tehran Conference – first meeting of the ‘big three’: Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin.

1944

27 January: Siege of Leningrad finally ended.

16 February: Fighting at Korsun (Ukraine) culminates with about 50,000 Germans killed, another 18,000 captured.

1 March: German troops pushed back 210 km from Leningrad.

19 March: Soviet Sixty-Fifth Army discovers ‘typhoid camps’ at Ozarichi.

26 March: Red Army troops reach Romanian border.

10 April: Odessa recaptured.

9 May: Liberation of Sevastopol.

22 June: Operation Bagration launched against German Army Group Centre.

3 July: Minsk recaptured by Red Army.

23 July: Soviet forces liberate extermination camp at Majdanek, near Lublin.

28 July: First Belorussian Front reaches River Vistula near Warsaw.

1 August: Polish Home Army launches Warsaw Uprising.

23 August: Romania renounces alliance with Germany.

5 September: Finland agrees to ceasefire with Soviet Union.

9 October: First Baltic Front cuts Army Group North off in Courland.

16–22 October: Third Belorussian Front enters East Prussia.

7 November: Second Ukrainian Front reaches south-eastern suburbs of Budapest.

1945

12 January: First Belorussian and First Ukrainian Fronts open Vistula–Oder offensive.

27 January: Red Army liberates Auschwitz.

4–11 February: Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin meet at Yalta Conference.

22 February: German garrison at Poznan surrenders.

6–9 April: Red Army storms Königsberg.

16 April: First Belorussian Front attacks German defence line on Seelow Heights.

21 April: Soviet forces enter suburbs of Berlin.

30 April: Hitler commits suicide. Red Army assault groups fight their way into Reichstag.

2 May: Berlin garrison surrenders.

8 May: German Armed Forces surrender unconditionally at Karlshorst.

9 May: Army Group North surrenders in Courland.


Introduction

I AM STANDING on Poklonnaya Hill, looking at the Museum of the Great Patriotic War in Moscow. Ahead of me is the main victory monument, a granite obelisk depicting scenes from the conflict. Its design has breathtaking boldness. It is 141.8 metres high, symbolizing the 1,418 days and nights of the war. At the 100-metre mark is a flying, winged figure. It is Nika, the goddess of victory. She holds a garland of glory in her right hand; two bronze victory angels sound victory trumpets at her feet. I am struck by its religious theme. The monument and museum were created four years after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the communist state. They honour the fiftieth anniversary of the ending of the Second World War in the west and the victory over Nazi Germany. A terrifying evil was destroyed. At the foot of the monument is a bronze statue of St George, striking at a coiled dragon with his spear.

Inside the museum are a mass of halls and a formidable array of exhibitions. Beautifully painted dioramas illustrate key battles and sieges of the war. But it is the Hall of Memory that I return to. The lighting is subdued and Mozart’s Requiem plays softly in the background. The walls are reddish-brown – the colour of human blood. A white marble figure is bowed in sorrow and grief. Thousands of crystal pendants hang from the ceiling. They symbolize tears – crying for the dead of the Great Patriotic War. There were 27 million of them, soldiers and civilians. The suffering was unimaginable.

Every year on 22 June, the anniversary of the war’s beginning, veterans gather here in a candlelit ceremony to honour the dead. It was a war on a vast scale, and one that made colossal demands on its participants. Vladimir Hotenkov was a country lad who couldn’t stand the sight of blood. ‘When my mother asked me to kill a hen, I just couldn’t do it,’ he said. But faced by a terrible invader, the hitherto squeamish Hotenkov found incredible resilience. In 1943, at Kursk, German tanks ‘ironed’ his trench, rolling over it, then reversing to bury its defenders in the collapsed earth. Hotenkov summoned the will to push his way out of the clay soil. Astounded soldiers in the next trench (about to be ‘ironed’ themselves) remember him clambering out, clutching two Molotov cocktails, and blowing up their assailant.

Russian soldiers were expected to stand and fight: penalties for unauthorized retreat were severe. With the ending of the communist regime, many veterans are frank about this. Jacob Studenikov manned a lone machine gun against a company of advancing Germans at Ponyri, on Kursk’s northern salient. When asked about his heroism, he retorted: ‘What was I supposed to do? If I surrendered to the Germans I would die anyway; if I tried to retreat, I would end up before a military tribunal.’ Then came a glimpse of something else beneath his cynicism. He added forcefully: ‘I was fighting for my own land.’

The 22nd of June 2011 is the seventieth anniversary of the Great Patriotic War’s beginning, and the last major anniversary that many of these veterans will see. I follow their story from Stalingrad, where the tide of war turned, to Berlin, where that war ended. Soviet lieutenant Anatoly Mereshko described a vital change of mood at Stalingrad, where slogans such as ‘Not a Step Back!’ and ‘There is no Land for us beyond the Volga!’ took on a meaning, both emotional and spiritual, far beyond defence of the communist state: ‘We were no longer fighting for a city, but for each little piece of land, every bush and river,’ Mereshko said. He fought all the way to the Reichstag, and was present in the room where the surrender of Berlin took place.

Standing in the Hall of Memory, amid its hanging crystal tears, I struggle to comprehend the scale of it all. ‘This was a brutalizing war’, veteran Mikhail Shinder acknowledged, ‘that brought out the very best and the very worst human beings are capable of.’ We now know the very worst about the Red Army – its killings, lootings and rapes. We know less about the horror it faced and the bravery of many of its soldiers. The victory over Nazi Germany was a tarnished one. But we did not have to endure what the Red Army endured. On this seventieth anniversary I want to rekindle its human experience through letters, diaries and personal testimonies – ‘the dark poetry of the war’, as one veteran put it. I want to portray its suffering – what the troops saw and encountered. And above all, I want to honour the bravery of the vast majority of its soldiers. Their struggle and eventual victory over Nazi Germany must never be forgotten.
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