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      The War in the Baltic 1941-1942

    
    After the occupation of Denmark, Norway, Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg and the surrender of France, the Führer of the Third Reich, Adolf Hitler, came to the conclusion that the time had come to remove the last obstacle to German domination of Europe and the world. His decision was made with the approval of the German military leadership, as war with the USSR had long been the focus of Hitler’s aggressive ambitions. In mid-1940, these ambitions began to take real shape as Germany’s armed forces, industry, economy, and population began to prepare for war against the USSR. On 21 July 1940, Hitler instructed the Commander-in-Chief of the Army, Field Marshal Walther von Brauchitsch, to draw up a plan for war against the Soviet Union, and ten days later, at a meeting of the highest military command in the Berghof, he set the date of the attack for May 1941.

    By shifting the centre of gravity of the war from the West to the East, Hitler simultaneously sought to remove Great Britain from the war by forcing her to make peace or by occupying the British Isles. On 19 June 1940, German peace proposals were presented to London through diplomatic channels in Sweden, the United States, and the Vatican.

    Ever since the decision to attack the USSR had been taken, the German command had been considering the possibility of a war on two fronts, against the Soviet Union and Great Britain. This prospect did not frighten German strategists, however, as Britain had no significant ground forces to pose a tangible threat to the German armies. It was, therefore, decided to throw the bulk of the ground and air forces to the East, and to use the naval forces, especially the submarine fleet, against the desperately fighting Britain. From the outset, the mighty British fleet was scattered at various strategic points across the vast British Empire, forced into defensive actions, and trying to ensure the safety of British communications and blockade Germany from the sea.

    
      [image: 1]
      “Tirpitz” on sea trials in the Baltic Sea. Summer 1941.
    
    At the same time as trying to eliminate Great Britain, Hitler’s Germany was expanding its influence on the European continent, trying to gain advantageous starting positions for an attack on the USSR. By the time of the attack on the Soviet Union, Germany had subjugated the countries of continental Europe with their raw materials and food resources, their industry, and labour force, as well as their military potential, through direct conquest, military-political alliances, or the imposition of its policies. Thanks to this, Germany was able to significantly increase its armed forces and their material support.

    The development of a plan for war against the Soviet Union was undertaken by General Erich Marcks, chief of staff of the 18th Army deployed near the German-Soviet border. Marcks was considered an outstanding specialist in Eastern affairs and was seconded to the High Command of the Army (OKH) on 29 July 1940, where he directed work on plans for a new war.

    The first version of the plan was completed in August 1940. The second version was discussed and approved for implementation at a secret meeting on 5 December. Over the next few days, military experts under the command of Major-General Walter Warlimont drew up guidelines implementing the plan, which Hitler approved on 18 December 1940 as Directive No. 21 (Barbarossa):

    
      The German Armed Forces must be prepared, even before the conclusion of the war against England, to crush Soviet Russia in a rapid campaign (Case Barbarossa).

      
      The Army will have to employ all available formations to this end, with the reservation that occupied territories must be insured against surprise attacks.

      
      The Airforce will have to make available for this eastern campaign supporting forces of such strength that the Army will be able to bring land operations to a speedy conclusion and that eastern Germany will be as little damaged as possible by enemy air attack. This build up of a focal point in the east will be limited only by the need to protect from air attack the whole combat and arsenal area which we control, and to ensure that attacks on England, and especially upon her imports, are not allowed to lapse.

      
      The main efforts of the Navy will continue to be directed against England even during the eastern campaign.[1]

    

    In other words, the tasks assigned to the naval forces in the war in the East were clearly secondary, in keeping with the predominantly land-based nature of the future war. As can be seen from the Führer’s further considerations regarding future allies in this war, he counted on the participation of Finland and Romania, i.e. he took into account the possibility of using the Romanian fleet in the Black Sea and the Finnish fleet in the Baltic Sea. The tasks of the Kriegsmarine were specified as follows:

    
      C. Navy:

      
      It will be the duty of the Navy during the attack on Soviet Russia to protect our own coasts and to prevent the breakout of enemy naval units from the Baltic Sea. As the Russian Baltic Sea fleet will, with the capture of Leningrad, lose its last base and will then be in a hopeless position, major naval action will be avoided until this occurs. After the elimination of the Russian fleet the duty of the Navy will be to protect the entire maritime traffic in the Baltic Sea and the transport of supplies by sea to the northern flank (clearing of minefields!).[2]

    

    The general objectives of naval operations were defined as follows:

    
      The bulk of the Russian army stationed in western Russia will be destroyed by daring operations led by deeply penetrating armoured spearheads. (…) In the course of these operations the Russian Baltic Sea Fleet will quickly lose its bases and will then no longer be capable of action.[3]

    

    In the early stages of the war, plan Barbarossa envisaged the main effort of German troops to be concentrated in the direction of Leningrad and on the defeat of Soviet forces in the Baltic Republics and Byelorussia.

    For operations in the Baltic Republics, the Army Group North was concentrated in East Prussia under the command of Field Marshal Wilhelm von Leeb, consisting of the 16th and 18th Armies, with 29 divisions, including 3 tank and 3 motorized. For air support, the 1st Air Fleet was formed, consisting of 1,070 aircraft of all types. These forces numbered up to 700 thousand men and 1,400 tanks and self-propelled guns. They were deployed on a front stretching 230 km from the Baltic coast to Goldap.

    Two operational groups were deployed on Finnish territory. The northern one was formed around the Army Norway, consisting of 4 German and 2 Finnish divisions. Their main objective was Murmansk. The southern group consisted of two Finnish armies, Karelia and South-East, together comprising 15 divisions (including 1 German), 2 infantry brigades, and 1 cavalry. Both armies were to co-operate with the Army Group North in the capture of Leningrad, with the Army South-East attacking on the Karelian Isthmus, and the Army Karelia attacking in the east to Lake Ladoga.

    In the early years of the war, the German navy suffered heavy losses, which could only be partially replaced by new ships or those captured in the ports of the occupied countries. On 1 August 1940, the German navy received the heavy cruiser Prinz Eugen, and on 25 February 1941, the battleship Tirpitz, of the same type as Bismarck, entered service. In 1940–1941, the German navy was reinforced with 8 destroyers of type Z-23 and Z-30, 12 torpedo boats of type T-7 and T-19, 54 torpedo boats, 133 minesweepers, 249 submarines, etc. In mid-1941, the Kriegsmarine consisted of 5 battleships (Tirpitz, Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, Schleswig-Holstein, Schlesien), 2 “pocket” battleships (Lützow, Admiral Scheer), 2 heavy cruisers (Admiral Hipper, Prinz Eugen), 4 light cruisers (Emden, Köln, Leipzig, Nürnberg), 37 destroyers and torpedo boats, 158 submarines and a large number of auxiliary vessels. This entire fleet was intended primarily for operations in the West, against British forces, but the German command could easily transfer the necessary units of ships to the Baltic via the Kiel Canal and the Danish Straits. This was facilitated by the fact that most of the ships were stationed at Baltic bases or North Sea bases located close to the Baltic.

    For Operation Barbarossa, small naval forces were initially deployed, which were to avoid active action in anticipation of the rapid capture of Soviet naval bases by land forces. Their main task was to prevent Soviet naval forces from entering the Baltic Sea by blocking the sea routes in the Gulfs of Finland and Riga, as well as individual Soviet bases and harbours, with minefields. The German forces were also to cover the coast, communications and harbours in the southern Baltic zone by patrolling and mining the assigned sectors. Their tasks also included fighting Soviet ships attempting to cut off German sea routes.

    The Kriegsmarine’s preparations for an attack on the USSR began in the early spring of 1941. In April, the headquarters of Naval Command C was established in Kiel, which was in charge of the naval forces operating in the area from the German-Soviet border to the Moonsund Islands, i.e. practically to the entrance to the Gulf of Finland. In May, the headquarters moved to Swinemunde, and in June to Memel, in anticipation of the outbreak of war, when it was to move to Liepaja, which was to become its first wartime location.

    At the same time, sectoral commands were established in the area: in April, Naval Commandant’s Office O in the southern part of the area, later renamed the Naval Defence Command Libau, and in May, Naval Commandant’s Office P in the northern part, which was to become the Naval Defence Command Riga.

    Also in May, another headquarters was established in Eckernforde – Naval Command D, with the task of directing operations to the east of the first area, i.e. in the Gulf of Finland up to Leningrad. In June, this headquarters was moved first to Danzig and then to the seaside resort of Bad Kranz on the Curonian Spit. In July, already during the war, it was moved to Riga. At the same time, the post of Naval Commandant Q was created, who was to become the commander of the naval defence in Tallin (Kommandant der Seeverteidigung Reval), as well as that of Naval Commandant R, who was to take up the same post in Leningrad, or rather Petersburg, as he was called in the Kriegsmarine documents relating to the beginning of Operation Barbarossa: Seekommandant von St. Petersburg.

    Both groups consisted of 28 torpedo boats, 5 submarines, 10 minelayers, 10 flotillas of minesweepers and patrol boats (80 units in total), 3 mine-breakers (Sperrbrecher) and 2 minesweeper-carriers. In total, both groups together possessed about 130 ships, of which Force C – 82 units and Force D – 48 units. Later, already during the war, the Germans could form squadrons of capital ships, such as the battleship Tirpitz, “pocket” battleship Admiral Scheer, cruisers Emden, Köln, Leipzig, and Nürnberg, destroyers and torpedo boats, to carry out specific tasks. The Finnish navy, which was to co-operate with the German forces, was divided into two parts: Group A (Skerries Fleet) and Group B (Independent Fleet Detachment). The former was based in Turku and consisted of 2 coastal defence battleships (Ilmarinen and Väinämöinen), 4 gunboats, 15 minesweepers, 11 patrol boats, 5 minelayers, 8 armed icebreakers and 9 auxiliary vessels, which formed the mobile supply force. The latter was based in Helsinki and consisted of 5 submarines, 9 torpedo boats, 6 minelayers, 10 minesweepers, 12 patrol boats and 3 depot ships. The coastal defence also had its own, mostly obsolete, small boats. These included 18 patrol boats and 87 vessels of varying displacement.[4]

    
    The government of the Soviet Union was aware of what was happening and the growing threat to its western borders, but due to the anti-Soviet policies of Finland and the Balkan states, it was unable to counter the expansion of German influence in these countries. The situation was different in Sweden, whose government was determined to maintain neutrality at all costs. Based on these premises, the Red Army command drew up a new defence plan in the spring of 1941.

    The plan provided for the defence of the Baltic region by two military districts: the Leningrad Military District, commanded by Lieutenant-General Markian Popov, and the Baltic Special District, commanded by Colonel-General Fyodor Kuznetsov. The task of the Leningrad Military District was to cover the 1,200 km Finnish border from the Rybachy (Motka) Peninsula in the north to the Gulf of Finland in the south. The district consisted of 3 armies, a mechanized corps, and five air divisions. On the Karelian Isthmus, which directly reached the sea, the 23rd Army under the command of Lieutenant-General Pyotr Pshennikov took up positions. On the Hanko Peninsula, the 8th Independent Rifle Brigade, commanded by Major-General Sergei Kabanov, reinforced by additional units, was deployed.

    
      [image: 2]
      Battleship “Oktyabrskaya Revolutsiya” conducts fire.
    
    Three armies, one mechanized corps, and five air divisions were also deployed in the Baltic Special Military District. The border with Germany was covered by the 8th Army of Major-General Pyotr Sobennikov and the 11th Army of Major-General Vasily Morozov with an attached mechanized corps, and the 27th Army of Major-General Nikolai Berzarin, which was not yet fully formed and remained in the deep rear. The 8th Army was deployed on the coastal flank, its positions stretching from Palanga to the Neman River. To the south, up to the border of the Lithuanian SSR, the 11th Army was deployed on its defensive positions. Thus, both armies were to defend a 300-kilometre line and cover Liepaja, Riga, Daugavpils, and Vilnius. In addition, two infantry divisions were assigned to defend the coast from Tallin to Liepaja, and the 3rd Independent Rifle Brigade of Colonel Pyotr Gavrilov was assigned to defend the Moonsund Islands.

    Under the command of Vice-Admiral Vladimir Tributs, the Baltic Fleet was to co-operate with the ground forces in defending the coast, supporting the coastal flank of the fighting troops, defending bases, and countering enemy landings, blocking the passages to the Gulf of Riga and the Gulf of Finland and protecting sea communications in the eastern Baltic.

    On the eve of the Nazi invasion, the Baltic Fleet consisted of 2 battleships (Oktyabrskaya Revolyutsiya, Marat), 2 cruisers (Kirov, Maxim Gorky), 21 destroyers and torpedoboats, 6 minelayers, 48 torpedo boats, 7 patrol boats, 33 minesweepers, 1 gunboat, 33 submarine chasers, 65 submarines, and a large number of auxiliary vessels. In organizational terms, these ships were part of the Surface Ship Squadron (Rear-Admiral Dmitry Vdovichenko), the Light Force Detachment (Rear-Admiral Valentin Drozd), two brigades of torpedo boats, three brigades and a separate division of submarines, as well as a flotilla of special and rear support vessels. The main base of the Baltic Fleet was Tallin. The light naval forces base was at Ust-Dvinsk, and the submarine base was at Liepaja. Kronstadt and Leningrad were used as rear bases. The islands of the Gulf of Finland and the Vyborg Bay formed a single defensive system. Another defensive zone was created on the islands of the Moonsund Archipelago.

    The Baltic Fleet had its own aviation of 656 aircraft, including 172 bombers and torpedo bombers, 353 fighters and 131 reconnaissance aircraft, organized into three air brigades, two independent air regiments, and seven independent squadrons deployed on 20 airfields between Liepaja and Novaya Ladoga. Most of these forces were based in the eastern part of the Gulf of Finland, as the Baltic Republics did not have a sufficiently developed infrastructure. Only 155 aircraft were based in the Lettonian and Estonian SSR’s. As the air forces were scattered throughout the theatre of operations, they were difficult to command, and even more difficult to concentrate for strikes against reconnoitred enemy formations. In principle, only two squadrons of the 73rd Bomber Regiment (commander – Colonel Anatoly Krokhalev), based at airfields around Tallin, were capable of striking against targets in the Gulf of Riga area. The remaining bombers were at a considerable distance from the expected theatre of military operations. The same picture was true for fighter aviation, forcing Soviet ships in the Gulf of Riga to operate without air cover.

    The naval forces were supplemented by coastal defence artillery batteries. The coastal defence had a total of 253 heavy and medium calibre guns, as well as 60 field guns with calibres ranging from 76.2 to 45 mm.

    The personnel of the Baltic Fleet on the eve of the war numbered about 98 thousand men. In April 1940, according to official data, 76,483 men were in service. In 1940 and the first half of 1941, about 42,000 commanders, sailors and soldiers joined the new ship crews and newly formed units. These were relatively well-trained young people, but without combat experience, and among the command staff, without long-term command experience. Among submarine commanders, only 25% had more than 2 years of command experience. The same picture was observed in the surface fleet, where new ships were mostly given to inexperienced commanders, and among unit commanders, commanders with no more than 2 years of experience predominated.[5]

    
      On the eve

    
    The transfer of German armed forces from the West to the East began in the summer of 1940, immediately after the capitulation of France. In March 1941, German transports began moving troops to Finland and northern Norway. By mid-June 1941, 43,000 soldiers and officers had been transported to Finland, where 32,000 were intended for joint action with the Finnish army, and 11,000 to reinforce the Army Norway.

    
      [image: 3]
      Stern of a German ship. The sailors are about to throw the mine into the water. 

    
    Soviet intelligence reported the concentration of German forces near the borders of the USSR, but for fear of giving the Germans a pretext to start a war, the Soviet authorities acted cautiously and did not take all the necessary steps to strengthen the ground forces in anticipation of a German invasion.

    The situation in the navy was somewhat better, but still unfavourable. The People’s Commissariat for the Navy under Admiral Nikolai Kuznetsov and the Baltic Fleet Command under Vice-Admiral Vladimir Tributs took a number of initiatives in the last months of peacetime that had a positive effect on the state of combat readiness of the naval forces. From 13 December 1940, a blackout system was introduced on ships to conceal their movements from German intelligence and protect them from surprise attacks at night. Furthermore, the People’s Commissariat for the Fleet Directive No. 14750 of 15 February 1941 established the composition of the combat core of the fleet. It included the best ships capable of immediate combat operations in designated areas. On 26 February, Kuznetsov signed a directive defining the fleet’s combat missions in the event of war. At the same time, exercises were organized to prepare ships and crews for these missions. Thus, as early as 23 January, exercises were held, whose legend was to repel surprise attacks by the enemy on naval bases. In February, a large military game was conducted with the participation of most of the commands and ships, and in March, the same military game was held with the aim of co-ordinating ship formations and preparing for mine warfare.

    In preparation for military operations in the Baltic Sea, the German command intensified reconnaissance of the Baltic and coastal areas from the end of February, and as the date of the attack approached, German aircraft increasingly began to violate Soviet airspace, while warships penetrated territorial waters in coastal areas. In an attempt to somehow contain the insolent Germans, on 3 March 1941, the People’s Commissariat for the Navy authorized the shelling of German aircraft when they crossed the state border of the USSR. Then, on 17 and 18 March, on Stalin’s personal instructions, Kuznetsov issued another order laying down the procedures for countering German intelligence agents. In the event of the appearance of unidentified aircraft, ships and coastal units were forbidden to open fire. Fighters on duty were supposed to take action and force the intruder to land. In reality, this meant that German reconnaissance aircraft were simply driven out of the USSR’s coastal air zone. The fighters on duty repeatedly took to the skies to intercept German aircraft, but they invariably left Soviet airspace at maximum speed.[6]

    The situation with reconnaissance ships was similar. When they were detected by Soviet ships, the intruders left the territorial waters of the USSR. Surface ships usually manoeuvred near the border of the territorial waters, giving the appearance of regular voyages or exercises. At the night of 9 April, the battleship Bismarck appeared near Liepaja; this area in the Baltic Fleet’s operational zone was chosen for exercises before her planned departure for the Atlantic Ocean. On the basis of the intelligence gathered on the movements of German ships and aircraft, the Baltic Fleet headquarters determined that the Germans were conducting systematic reconnaissance of the Liepaja and Ventspils areas, as well as coastal fortifications, ports, and coastal airfields. The Chief of Staff of the Baltic Fleet, Rear-Admiral Yuri Panteleyev, immediately after Bismarck’s uninvited visit to the Soviet coast, sent an appropriate report to the Main Naval Headquarters requesting permission for aerial reconnaissance of the Memel area. Permission was granted, and soon two fast Tupolev SB-2 bombers flew over the naval base at Memel. The Germans, who had repeatedly violated the air borders of the USSR, did not even dare to protest.

    At the end of April 1941, in connection with the build-up of the German grouping in East Prussia, Admiral Kuznetsov took additional measures to increase the combat readiness of the fleet and avoid surprises in the event of a sudden enemy attack. One of these measures was a large-scale inspection and review of the current state of readiness of tactical units and naval bases. And on 7 May, a new order was issued to strengthen the guard and intelligence service.

    One of the important decisions taken by the Soviet command was to move part of the naval forces from Liepaja to the base at Ust-Dvinsk near Riga. Liepaja, located close to the German border in East Prussia, was most exposed to attacks by enemy air, sea, and land forces in the event of a surprise attack. The Soviet leadership understood the risks involved, but political and prestige considerations dictated the need to deploy significant naval forces there. Light cruisers and destroyers, a submarine brigade, torpedo boats and other units of the fleet were based in Liepaja. Moreover, as the westernmost base of the Baltic Fleet, Liepaja harboured significant reserves of military materials, including about 14,000 tons of fuel and lubricants, which accounted for almost 20% of the Baltic Fleet’s total fuel and lubricant reserves. A similar situation had already arisen earlier, at the beginning of the 20th century, when czar Nicholas II decided to establish an advanced naval base in the old town and port of Libau, which Russian troops had been forced to abandon in 1915. In 1940–1941, the situation began to develop in a similar way, and, faced with the growing danger of another war, many Soviet commanders recalled past lessons of history and showed justified concern for the forces based in Liepaja. Among them was Kuznetsov, who asked the government for permission to transfer some of the forces from Liepaja to bases farther from the German border. Eventually, Joseph Stalin gave his consent,[7] and on 7 May 1941, two submarine divisions left for Ust-Dvinsk. At the same time, a minelayer in need of repair was towed from Liepaja to Tallin. Cruisers and most of the destroyers followed. At the outbreak of the war, however, some of the Baltic Fleet’s warships and considerable stockpiles of materials remained in Liepaja.[8]

    At the end of May 1941, a strange but significant event occurred in the context of the military preparations: the German government recalled from Leningrad the engineering and technical specialists of the German Kriegsmarine, who, under Admiral Otto Feige, were working on the completion of the heavy cruiser Lützow. Laid down at the Deschimag A.G. shipyard in Bremen in 1937, Lützow was the fifth and last heavy cruiser of the Admiral Hipper class. Launched on 1 July 1939, her hull was sold to the Soviet Union in 1940 and towed to Leningrad for completion in May of that year, where she was renamed Petropavlovsk; in the meantime, in Germany, the “pocket” battleship Deutschland was given the name Lützow for reasons of prestige. Petropavlovsk was still in the early stages of construction and was expected to take two years to complete. In connection with this, a group of engineers and shipbuilding technicians arrived at the Baltic Shipyard to help complete the ship in accordance with the Soviet-German trade agreement. Now they were recalled back to Germany without explanation. It was not until 6 June 1941 that Feige learned that the return to Germany was due to the approaching date of Operation Barbarossa. It is likely that he was not too upset by the farewell to Leningrad, as the parting was not expected to be long – he was supposed to return in a few weeks to complete the cruiser for the needs of the German navy. In fact, the Germans were acting prudently and prospectively – their plans were made for the future, though not as distant as they thought. The sale of Lützow to the Soviet Union was intended to bring them benefits that were quite atypical for trade relations. They expected the cruiser to become a kind of “Trojan horse”, allowing German specialists to penetrate one of the most important centres of Soviet shipbuilding. In fact, Feige’s engineering and technical group was preparing to seize the Leningrad shipyards and put them into operation after a successful Blitzkrieg, and Feige himself was to become their general director (Oberwerftdirektor in St. Petersburg).

    The rather unexpected departure of the German engineering and technical group from Leningrad in early June fit logically into the chain of other events of the time. Adolf Hitler, intoxicated by new successes in North Africa, the Balkans and Crete, was deeply convinced that he would be able to defeat the Soviet Union in a short time. Therefore, on 11 June 1941, that is, eleven days before the attack on the USSR, he issued Directive No. 32, which discussed preparations for the post-Barbarossa period, when the bulk of the fighting in the European theatre would fall to the Luftwaffe and Kriegsmarine. He envisaged further conquests in the West, where he intended to capture Gibraltar, and in the East, where he hoped to conquer India and link up with Japan.

    
    Meanwhile, preparations for war against the Soviet Union were nearing completion. The transfer of German troops to Finland was completed in May, and on 12 June, German ships took up positions in the central Baltic zone. Large minesweepers, minesweeping boats, and submarine chasers, intended for the first operations against the USSR, were redeployed from Pillau to the Finnish skerries. In addition to three flotillas of these ships, several auxiliary minelayers, carefully disguised as merchant vessels, were also transferred there. Two days later, German merchant ships were forbidden to enter Soviet ports, and those Handelsmarine ships that were already there were ordered to leave immediately and return to Germany. At the same time, all possible steps were taken to detain Soviet ships in German ports.

    
      [image: 4]
      Minelayer “Brummer” in wartime camouflage at a naval base near Turku.
    
    Four days before the outbreak of the war, when the Barbarossa plan was to come into effect, the Kriegsmarine took its first military action. On that day, the laying of minefields began. The task was entrusted to the commander of the Northern Group of Minelaying Boats (Chef der Minenschiffgruppe Nord), Commander Hans-Caspar von Schönermarck. Over the course of three nights, starting on the night of 18/19 June, the auxiliary minelayers Preußen, Skagerrak, Versailles, and Grille, as well as six large type M-35 minesweepers from the base in Pillau, laid 1,500 sea mines and 1,800 mine protectors. This created minefields, which were provisionally named Wartburg I, Wartburg II, and Wartburg III. They stretched from the southern coast of Öland to the Soviet-German border. Mines were also laid around the ports and roadsteads of Memel, Pillau, and Kolberg. These were typical defensive barriers that failed to live up to expectations and proved to be a completely pointless undertaking, as Soviet submarines did not appear in these waters in the early stages of the war. Moreover, several German ships and vessels were blown up by the mines of the Wartburg barriers.

    The laying of minefields in the Baltic Sea was in itself a clearly unfriendly move towards the USSR, since Germany was not at war with any of the Baltic states, and relations with Finland and Sweden were developing very well. The German fleet in the bases in the southern Baltic was not threatened, and the laying of mines in the central part of the Baltic Sea could only be justified by the desire to protect them in the event of war with the Soviet Union. But at the same time as the Wartburg barriers were being laid, it was decided to carry out a similar, but offensive operation. It was intended to paralyze the actions of the Soviet fleet on the first day of the war, block it in the Gulf of Finland and prevent its deployment in the Baltic. The operation was planned for the last evening before the war, that is 21 June. On that day, the Germans would stop shipping in the Baltic Sea, and ships at sea would be ordered to call at the nearest German, Swedish, or Finnish ports immediately. Then, in the evening, ships of two torpedo boat groups began to leave their bases in the Finnish skerries for the waters of the Gulf of Finland to lay minefields that would block the Soviet ships and vessels’ escape routes from the Lettonian bases to the Gulf of Finland. Ships of the Northern Group operated from the base in Turku, and ships of the Cobra Group from the base in Porkkala.

    The first group consisted of the minelayer Brummer (captured Norwegian Olav Tryggvason) and two auxiliary minelayers, the former passenger liners Tannenberg and Hansestadt Danzig, previously owned by the Seedienst Ostpreußen company. They were accompanied by four submarine chasers and five small minesweepers. The group’s task was to lay four minefields, collectively called Apolda, north of the Hiiumaa Island (Cape Tahkuna), at the entrance to the Gulf of Finland. Mine laying began at sunset. And although during this occupation the German ships approached the northern end of the island to within three and a half miles and even made visual contact with the Soviet ships, they never discovered the real reason for the presence of foreign ships so close to the Soviet coast. At 2:31, however, two Soviet planes arrived and fired at the uninvited guests, but this looks more like a chance encounter than the revelation of a secret operation carried out by the Northern Group.

    The situation with the Cobra Group was similar. It also included requisitioned passenger ships: Cobra, Kaiser and Königin Luise, requisitioned from the Hamburg-America Line. They retained the silhouettes of civilian ships, with only the gun barrels protruding from the bow and stern decks revealing their military purpose. The group was accompanied by six submarine chasers and five small minesweepers. Even before the minelayers went out to sea, patrol ships at the entrance to the roadstead spotted a Soviet battleship heading east. But since there were still several hours to go before the start of hostilities, neither the Germans nor the Finns took any action. The group went out to sea late in the evening, when it was already getting dark. On the way to the mine-laying site, the Germans sighted various ships and vessels several times, but no incidents followed. Apparently, the sight of the German minelayers did not alarm anyone on the Soviet ships, but this is understandable: the Germans were using former passenger liners to lay mines.

    Cobra, Kaiser, and Königin Luise laid two minefields named Corbeta I and Corbeta II, blocking the Gulf of Finland at its narrowest point, between the Finnish island of Jussaari and the Paldiski naval base west of Tallin. The ships of this group also encountered Soviet ships patrolling the Gulf of Finland, and came so close to shore that the coastal patrols shone searchlights at them and tried to contact them by radio. None of this stopped the Germans from laying minefields, however, although in the circumstances that arose, not everything went according to plan everywhere. Having completed their task, the Cobra Group ships, together with their escorts, returned to base by the morning of 22 June.
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    In addition to these two main operations, the Germans also carried out a number of smaller mine operations during the same night, aimed at blocking the passages to the naval bases at Liepaja and Ventspils, and the fairways in the Irben and Moonsund Straits. These operations were carried out by flotillas of submarine chasers, small minesweepers, and submarines. One of these operations was conducted in the area north of the Ristna Peninsula, in front of the Apolda barrier, from the open sea. Opposite the northern entrance to the Moonsund Strait, which separates the islands of Hiiumaa and Vormsi, and leads to the Gulf of Riga, the Gotha barrier was installed. There the 2nd Flotilla of Minelaying Boats entered the mines, which had just been laid by the Northern Group, and two boats, under which the mines exploded, were blown up with their entire crews. Thus, the Nazi fleet suffered its first casualties in the war that was to begin only in a few hours.

    At the entrance to the Soela Strait, which separates the islands of Hiiumaa and Saaremaa, and leads into the Gulf of Riga from the northwest, the Coburg barrage was laid in a wedge. Further to the south, the Eisenach barrage was laid in several rows. In this way, the Germans attempted to close off all the entrances to the Gulf of Riga in order to seal it off and block Soviet ships in its internal waters. German submarines laid a barrier of non-contact mines called Erfurt on the approaches to Ventspils and Liepaja. At the same time, German aircraft dropped several magnetic mines in the fairways of Tallin, Kunda, and Kronstadt, and in the Soela and Muhu Straits. In total, the German navy laid more than 2,400 mines in the waters of the Gulf of Finland and around the Moonsund Islands in the last hours before the war began.

    In addition to the clandestine laying of minefields, German ships were used for sabotage. One such sabotage took place on the night of 20 June 1941. Torpedo boats of Lieutenant Friedrich Kemnade’s 3rd Flotilla entered one of the small bays off the coast of Lettonia. Using inflatable boats, they landed 30 men on the shore with the task of blowing up strategically important railway lines in the morning of 22 June. While doing so, the boats came across fishing boats, which meant that the presence of German ships in Soviet waters was revealed. Without thinking twice, the Germans took the fishermen “prisoners” and sank their boats. Thus, the Lettonian fishermen became the first victims of a war that had not yet begun.

    Meanwhile, the People’s Commissar for the Navy, Kuznetsov ordered preparations for large-scale exercises of the Baltic Fleet to begin on 23 May 1941 and to be completed within a month. The exercises were part of the general plan for the fleet’s combat training, but the advance order to begin preparations was intended to increase the combat readiness of ships and units. In connection with the increased movement of German ships and vessels in the Baltic, the Soviet command strengthened the guard service; additional ships were sent to patrol the Gulf of Finland, and an additional guard line was established in the Gulf of Riga, at the exit from the Irben Strait.

    The transfer of troops to Finland, the withdrawal of German ships from Soviet ports, and the detention of Soviet ships in German ports left no doubt as to the real intentions of Germany and Finland. Nevertheless, Moscow still believed that it could delay the outbreak of war, and on 19 June at 16:15 Kuznetsov gave the order to put the Baltic Fleet on operational readiness No. 2. This meant that the weapons and equipment on the ships and in the bases were to be brought to a state of combat readiness, the ammunition, fuel and other supplies were to be replenished to full levels, as well as the readiness to conduct combat operations with the forces of the combat core of the fleet.

    And even though the Soviet fleet was put on combat alert, and Soviet ships were actively operating in the Gulf of Finland and in the Moonsund archipelago, it was still decided not to lay minefields, although they were to play an important role in the operational plans of the Soviet naval forces. As the war progressed, it became clear that the importance of mine warfare factor could not be overestimated.

    Saturday, 21 June 1941, was the last day of peaceful coexistence between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. Soviet merchant ships scheduled to go to sea that day were detained in German ports under any pretext. At the same time, intelligence began to flow in about the evacuation of civilians from the border zones of Finland and the deployment of new military contingents in these areas. At about 17:00, the Commander-in-Chief of the Baltic Fleet, Admiral Tributs, notified the commanders of the formations, ships, and coastal units by radio about the current situation and the danger of an outbreak of war or possible German provocations, while at the same time demanding that the Baltic Fleet forces be kept in a state of permanent combat readiness. At the same time, the Baltic Fleet headquarters ordered all anti-aircraft batteries, ships, and fighters to open fire without warning on any aircraft violating Soviet airspace. That same day, at 22:50, Admiral Kuznetsov ordered the transfer of a cruiser and a division of destroyers from the Gulf of Riga to Tallin, and the transfer of the battleship Oktyabrskaya Revolutsiya to Kronstadt. Then, at 23:37, the People’s Commissariat for the Fleet declared operational readiness No. 1, i.e. the full readiness of all naval forces to conduct combat operations. Although there were only a few hours left before the outbreak of the war, the latest orders for the highest level of combat readiness made a complete surprise attack impossible.

    
      First days of the war

    
    At midnight on 21/22 June 1941, German torpedo boats of the 3rd Flotilla tracked down two Soviet vessels off Ventspils and subjected them to what the Germans cynically called a “short rift”.[9] One of the sunken vessels was a fishing trawler, which sank so quickly that only its pitiful wreckage remained floating on the surface. None of the crew of the unfortunate trawler, who had just been out fishing and suddenly found themselves the target of an unprovoked attack, were saved. The other vessel, the steamship Gaisma, carrying a cargo of timber for Germany, took longer to sink, giving the crew time to throw lifeboats on the water. But before the people on board could swim to a safe distance from the torpedoed ship, a powerful explosion rocked her and caused the lifeboat to capsize. The Germans machine-gunned the people struggling in the water. Six people died, and two were captured. The remaining 24 sailors, including the wounded, managed to reach the shore near the Užava lighthouse after fourteen hours in the boat, where they buried captain Nikolai Duve, who had died of his wounds. The Gaisma’s radio operator, Stepan Savitsky, managed to inform the world of her fate by sending out a short radiogram: Torpedoed. “Gaisma” sinking. Farewell.[10]

    The third Soviet ship, the mail steamer Shchuka, was attacked a few hours later, when the Wehrmacht had already begun to carry out Operation Barbarossa on land. This time, the torpedo boat S-60, also belonging to the 3rd Flotilla, fired at the ship with a small-calibre anti-aircraft gun, and the Shchuka stopped. The captain, several crew members, and some passengers were taken aboard the S-60, after which its commander, Sub-Lieutenant Siegfried Wuppermann, ordered the ship to be torpedoed. However, the torpedo did not explode. This saved two Soviet sailors from certain death in the depths of the sea; they were sleeping off their night watch and only now, awakened by the noise, left their cabin and swam to join the other captives. In order to sink the small steamer, the German commander had to use a second torpedo. This time it worked, and the Shchuka went to the bottom. With such a victory, Wuppermann returned to base.

    There, in defiance of international law, the Soviet sailors and passengers, who were legally prisoners of the Kriegsmarine, were handed over to the SS Einsatzgruppe. Without thinking twice, the SS men also carried out a “short rift” on the hated Bolsheviks, that is, they simply… shot them. This became the first documented crime in a long list of war crimes committed by the Nazis on Soviet soil during the Operation Barbarossa.

    After sinking several more Soviet ships (and taking credit for sinking a destroyer), Siegfried Wuppermann was awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Order of the Iron Cross (das Ritterkreuz des Eisernen Kreuzes) by Adolf Hitler on 3 August 1941. Considering that Wuppermann opened his record of successes by sinking the defenceless Shchuka, with the subsequent shooting of its crew and passengers by SS thugs, the pirate Wuppermann fully deserved a high award from the hands of his Führer.

    The night before Hitler’s Wehrmacht attacked the Soviet Union, at exactly 0:30 Moscow time, the Soviet government and General Staff, acting on all sorts of alarming intelligence data, issued Directive No. 1 to bring the Red Army and Navy units into a state of full combat readiness. However, even despite the Third Reich’s hostile actions and the concentration of huge masses of troops on the Soviet borders, Joseph Stalin hoped to the last to avoid a war between Germany and the USSR. Therefore, the directive was vague: it spoke only of the possibility of provocations from Germany, categorically demanded not to surrender to provocations, and ordered to wait for further orders.[11]
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    Hostilities began at 3:15 on 22 June with a German air raid on Soviet cities, airfields, and ports. The attack took many garrisons and border outposts, which had not yet received the text of the Directive No. 1, by surprise. Massive air raids destroyed several hundred aircraft and many military installations. At 4:00, after a furious artillery barrage, German ground forces crossed the borders of the USSR, and within two to three hours managed to break through the Soviet defences in the main attack directions. In the border areas, Soviet troops were not deployed for defence, and those were the border guards, who received the first blow.

    At the same time, German bombs fell on Liepaja, Ventspils, and Kronstadt, but the destruction and losses at the naval bases were insignificant, so the Soviet naval forces remained fully operational. Another thing is that the Germans were able to achieve greater success by sinking or damaging several peaceful ships at sea, whose crews were unaware of the war that had begun. At 3:30, in the eastern part of the Gulf of Finland, abeam of Kotlin Island, German dive bombers attacked the steamer Luga, and at noon, abeam of Peterhof, the cargo-passenger steamer Ruhnu was blown up by a magnetic mine. But the Germans failed to take the warships by surprise. The ships on patrol and guard duty at sea were in full combat readiness, greeted the attacking aircraft with anti-aircraft fire, and managed to repel the enemy almost without losses. The dense anti-aircraft fire also prevented enemy aircraft from causing significant damage to the naval bases.

    The forces of the Baltic Fleet were mainly concentrated in the bases of Kronstadt and Tallin. Hanko, Riga, and Liepaja played the role of auxiliary bases. The ships of the second line were stationed at the Kronstadt base, while the main forces were stationed in Tallin and, to the west of it, at Paldiski. In Tallin, there was deployed a brigade of battleships (Marat and Oktyabrskaya Revolutsiya), three brigades of destroyers, and a brigade of submarines. Light forces, consisting of one brigade of cruisers (Kirov and Maxim Gorky) and two brigades of destroyers, were based in Riga. Submarines, submarine chasers, and torpedo boats were based at Hanko and Liepaja. Individual brigades, divisions, and bases were reinforced with patrol ships, minelayers, minesweepers, and old destroyers.

    In addition to preparing to defend the bases, the Baltic Fleet took steps to establish defensive lines along the line Hanko – entrance to the Gulf of Finland – Moonsund archipelago – Irben Strait. To lay minefields at the entrance to the Gulf of Finland between Hanko and the island of Hiiumaa, a unit of the minelayers Marti and Ural with a load of 600 mines, the leaders Minsk and Leningrad, and the old destroyers Karl Marx, Artyom and Volodarsky left Tallin in the evening of 22 June. To protect them from German submarines, they were escorted by a force consisting of three Fugas-class minesweepers, the new destroyer Smely, four submarine chasers, two torpedo boats, and four MBR-2 seaplanes. In the event of a clash with German forces, the 10th Mixed Air Brigade, based in Tallin, would also enter the battle. These were impressive forces, not only capable of laying up to 640 mines, but also possessing considerable firepower: the leaders carried five 130 mm guns and 8 torpedo tubes, and the destroyers carried four 100 mm guns and 9 torpedo tubes.
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      Admiral Nikolai Kuznetsov, People's Commissar for the Navy. 

    
    The mines at the entrance to the Gulf of Finland were intended to give the Soviet fleet freedom of action in these waters, and to prevent German ships from penetrating the waters of the Gulf. They would also cover Soviet communications and strengthen the defence of the southern coast of the Gulf of Finland. They could also block the German and Finnish naval units already there, inside the Gulf. The main line of mines was to run from the Hanko Peninsula to the island of Osmussaar. The coastal batteries of Hanko and Osmussaar blocked the mine-free passages with their fire. The main idea of such a system was to recreate the Central Mine-Artillery Position on the distant approaches to Leningrad, similar to the one that existed in 1914–1915.

    Mine laying took all night. The mine-laying squadron carried out the task unhindered, and at 7:42, together with the escort force, left the mining area and returned to its base. The same had been done earlier by the Riga detachment, which had lost the destroyer Gnevny to mines during the night, while passing Cape Tahkuna.

    The mines laid during the night of 22/23 June were only the first part of the main minefield, which continued to be laid during the following nights so that the minefield, as the main element of the Central Mine-Artillery Position, would provide real guarantees for the safety of the fleet in the waters of the Gulf of Finland. The creation of the Central Mine-Artillery Position was completed on 30 June without any resistance from the German forces. Soviet ships laid 3,059 mines and 498 mine protectors there. They played an important role in covering the Baltic Fleet’s operations in the early months of the war. And even later, after the evacuation of Tallin and Hanko, they still continued to limit the offensive operations of German ships in the Kriegsmarine operational zone.

    At the same time as the mining operation at the entrance to the Gulf of Finland, an operation was carried out to mine the entrance to the Gulf of Riga. The aim was the same as in the Gulf of Finland – to prevent German ships from penetrating the waters of the Gulf of Riga, and thereby strengthen the Soviet defence of Riga and the Moonsund Islands. At the time, Soviet light forces were concentrated in the Gulf of Riga, including the cruiser Kirov and a destroyer division, which did not have time to move to Tallin. Thus, the Soviet naval forces consisted of 2 cruisers and 10 destroyers of the Light Force Detachment, two submarine divisions, a torpedo boat detachment, and a large number of auxiliary and special purpose ships.
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      Vice-Admiral Vladimir Tributs, commander-in-chief of the Baltic Fleet.

    
    According to the plan, 1,647 contact mines and 500 mine protectors were allocated for mining the Irben Strait. It was calculated that this number of mines would be enough to cover 20 miles between the southern tip of Saaremaa Island and Cape Kolka. Together with the coastal batteries blocking the mine-free passages, they were to form the Irben Mine-Artillery Position. Seven destroyers and several smaller ships under the command of Rear-Admiral Valentin Drozd were assigned to laying the mines.

    The Irben operation began at the night of 23/24 June. The destroyers took 60 mines on board and easily laid their deadly cargo in the designated areas. The next batch of 420 mines was to be laid at the night of 26/27 June. This time, there were some clashes. First, at about 3:00, the mine-laying party was attacked by German torpedo boats from the 3rd Flotilla. The Germans sneaked in undetected from the Mikhailovskaya Bank, west of the Irben Strait. Taking advantage of the shallow draught of the boats, about one and a half metres, the Germans overcame the shallow water and approached the Soviet ships moving in column at full speed. They were met by artillery fire, but the surprise attack was successful. One of the torpedoes, launched from a short distance, hit the port board of the destroyer Storozhevoy, which was third in the column. The ship’s fore artillery magazines exploded. The entire bow of the destroyer, along with the fore superstructure and mast, tore off and sank; the first boiler room and the fore funnel were destroyed. The ship’s commander, Lieutenant-Commader Ivan Lomakin, and 84 crew members were killed. The stern of the destroyer remained afloat.

    After the attack, the Germans left at high speed. Rear-Admiral Drozd left the torpedo boats to guard the damaged destroyer, while he and the remaining ships went to the mine-laying site. During the mining, the German torpedo boats again attacked the Soviet ships, but were driven off by artillery fire. At 5:27, the mine-laying was completed, and the ships returned to Storozhevoy. The destroyer Engels and the minelayer Fugas took her in tow and led her to the roadstead of Kuressaare on the south-eastern coast of Saaremaa Island. On the way back, German aircraft attacked Soviet ships three more times, but without success.

    Due to the rapidly deteriorating situation on land, the Soviet command changed its mining plans on 27 June. With the troops of the German 18th Army advancing along the Lettonian coast, and the Kriegsmarine ships able to use the skirt communications along the coast of Courland, including the western coast of the Gulf of Riga, the Soviet command abandoned further mining of the Irben Strait, and began laying mines in the coastal waters of Lettonia. The waters to be mined were from the Ovīši lighthouse (north of Ventspils), along the southern shore of the Irben Strait to Cape Kolka, and along the western shore of the Gulf of Riga to Riga and Ust-Dvinsk. Small ships were used for this operation, capable of taking aboard between a few and 40 mines. Mining was carried out in conditions of strong opposition from enemy aircraft and torpedo boats.

    During the mining of the Irben Strait and the waters along the Lettonian coast, a total of 1,178 contact mines and 400 mine protectors were laid, i.e. less than originally planned. However, the changing situation on the land front forced the naval command to interrupt the operation. Nevertheless, the mines that were laid played a significant role in restricting the movement of enemy forces in the Gulf of Riga.

    
      The loss of the destroyer “Gnevny”

    
    At the night of 22/23 June, at the same time as the mine-laying operation at the entrance to the Gulf of Finland, the Light Force Detachment under the command of Commander Ivan Svyatov entered the Gulf of Finland through the Irben Strait. The task of the detachment was to provide long-range cover for the laying of mines at the Central Mine-Artillery Position. The group consisted of the cruiser Maxim Gorky and three identical destroyers – Steregushchy, Gordy, and Gnevny under the command of Commander Maxim Ustinov.
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      Destroyer “Gnevny”.
    
    The destroyer Gnevny was the lead ship of the generally successful Project 7 series built in 1936–1938. With a displacement of 1,670 tons, she carried powerful artillery, torpedo, and anti-submarine weapons. The main armament consisted of four 130 mm B-13-I guns. This was supplemented by two 76 mm Type 34-K universal guns, two 45 mm Type 21-K semi-automatic anti-aircraft guns, and two DShK anti-aircraft machine guns. The torpedo armament consisted of two 533 mm Type 39-Yu triple-tube torpedo launchers. To combat enemy submarines, the destroyer carried 25 depth charges and could carry 60–65 mines aboard.

    In carrying out its assigned task, the Light Force Detachment manoeuvred to the west of the destroyer group, north of Hiiumaa Island, approximately abeam of Cape Tahkuna. To protect against enemy mines, the ships deployed paravane sweeps, and to protect against a sudden torpedo attack by German submarines, they sailed a variable course in anti-submarine formation. The lead ship was Gnevny. Behind her, at a distance of 8 cables, was Maxim Gorky with Gordy and Steregushchy on the sides. And it was while the ships were sailing in this formation, at 3:40, that a loud explosion thundered under the bow of Gnevny. It turned out that the ships had entered the mines of the Apolda minefield, laid the night before by the German ships of the Northern Group. The paravane did not protect Gnevny. Quite the contrary – it appears that the destroyer struck the mine with her prow before the paravane had time to pull it aside. The consequences of the explosion were terrible: the bow of the Gnevny was torn off up to the bridge.

    Water poured into the hole and flooded the third living deck and the first boiler room. The destroyer was left without light and propulsion; 20 sailors died, and 23 were wounded. The crew immediately began action to keep the ship buoyant, and Gnevny remained afloat. After the patches were applied, the flooding stopped after 15–20 minutes. The motor pumps began to pump out the water, and Gnevny took a stable position with a slight list to port. The ship attempted to raise steam in the third boiler, but at this point, observers reported the sighting of submarine periscopes around the ship, although there could not have been any in the minefield. Nevertheless, the detachment commander panicked and ordered that Gnevny’s crew be transferred to the destroyer Gordy, the damaged ship be sunk, and then proceed to Tallin. The order was carried out, but Gnevny would not sink – only two days later, she was discovered and finished off by German aircraft.[12] But the problems did not end there.

    The commanders soon realised that their detachment had run into a minefield, and exiting it required very careful manoeuvring. In a critical situation, the commander of the Maxim Gorky, Commander Anatoly Petrov, kept his cool and, immediately after the explosion of the Gnevny, ordered the cruiser’s engines to be stopped, and then turned full speed astern to avoid a collision with the damaged destroyer. The cruiser then began to move out of the danger area at a slow astern speed.

    Steregushchy did the same. Soon, both ships were on a counter-course, towards the Moonsund Strait, trying to get out of the mined waters as quickly as possible. It seemed that the danger had already passed, when at 4:22 Maxim Gorky was blown up by mines in the Apolda IV minefield. The damage was no less severe than to Gnevny. Maxim Gorky also lost her bow, which sank, and only the strong construction of her hull and bulkheads kept the cruiser afloat. The destroyer Steregushchy, which came to her aid, was also damaged by the explosion of two mines swept from the Gotha barrier, but fortunately only suffered minor damage – only the mine paravane was destroyed. Steregushchy even managed to tow the damaged cruiser to safety near the western shore of Vormsi Island, from where Maxim Gorky, accompanied by torpedo boats and minesweepers, proceeded under her own power to Tallin, then Kronstadt and Leningrad. Finally, Gordy was also damaged by mines, although not as badly as Gnevny. On her course, Gordy twice hit mines, which exploded at a considerable distance during the sweep, causing only minor damage to the destroyer’s hull.

    However, the troubles encountered by the Light Force Detachment had no effect on the operation of the mining group, which completed its mission quickly and without losses. Mine laying continued over the next few days, now under the cover of the cruiser Kirov and the destroyers, with the largest number of mines being laid by the minelayer Marty, commanded by Captain Nikolai Meshcherskiy. The cruiser Kirov herself, in view of the threat to the Ust-Dvinsk base from the land, on 30 June was sent to Tallin, where she arrived after a difficult and dangerous passage through the shallow Moonsund Strait.

    Worse still, the loss of a modern destroyer and heavy damage to a cruiser at the night of 22/23 June further weakened the defence of the Moonsund Islands. Minor damage to Gordy and Steregushchy also gave little cause for optimism. The Soviet command realised that the Germans had outstripped the Soviet Union in deployment of minefields and had managed to create a serious threat to the Soviet naval forces in the Gulf of Finland and in the area of the Moonsund Islands on the eve of the attack on the USSR. The threat was all the greater because the Baltic Fleet did not have enough minesweepers to eliminate it, and, worse still, did not have the means to combat contactless magnetic and bottom mines.

    Therefore, on the second day of the war, the Commander-in-Chief of the Baltic Fleet, Vice-Admiral Vladimir Tributs, sent an alarming report to the People’s Commissar of the Navy, Admiral Nikolai Kuznetsov, about the mine threat and the real danger of paralyzing the fleet’s operations. The urgency of the problem forced him to propose that “everything in Leningrad that might be suitable for mine-sweeping should be selected”, and if that was not possible, then “pick up 15–20 sea or river tugs, including paddle tugs”.[13] The proposal was approved, and the Baltic mine-sweeping forces began to be replenished with various vessels from the civilian and fishing fleets adapted for mine-sweeping or mine reconnaissance, thanks to which the level of the mine threat had been significantly reduced by the beginning of July 1941.

    
      Defence of Liepaja

    
    Meanwhile, despite the fierce resistance of the Soviet troops, the situation on the North-Western Front was developing unfavourably. After crossing the border of East Prussia in the area of Memel (Klaipeda) and Goldap, the entire might of the Army Group North, as well as the 3rd Armoured Group and two left-flank corps of the 9th Army of Army Group Centre – a total of 40 divisions (about 300 thousand troops) – fell on the weak Soviet border outposts and advanced units, whose fate was practically sealed.

    
      [image: 10]
      Destroyer “Lenin” scuttled in the port during the battle for Liepaja.
    
    Opposed to them were the troops of the North-Western Front, formed from the Baltic Special Military District commanded by Colonel-General Fyodor Kuznetsov, i.e. the 8th, 11th, and 27th Armies, totalling 200–220 thousand men.

    The main directions of attack of the individual German armies in this area were: 18th Army – Riga and Tallin, defended by the 8th Army, and 16th Army – Daugavpils, Pskov, and Luga, defended by the 11th Army.

    By the evening of 22 June 1941, the forward units of the German 4th Armoured Group reached the Dubysa River, and the divisions of the 3rd Armoured Group crossed the Niemen River 60 km south of Kaunas. Everywhere, the Soviet troops retreated deep into their own territory. Riga was threatened. Meanwhile, Lieutenant-General Georg von Küchler’s 18th Army, advancing in the coastal region, attempted to take Liepaja without combat on the 24th.

    Liepaja (Libau), already known in the Middle Ages for its trading port, which did not freeze even in the harshest winters, became the third largest city in Lettonia in the years preceding the war (population 57,000 in 1935), and in 1940 it became the forward base of the Soviet Baltic Fleet. Initially, the small harbour became the base for a large naval force, with a cruiser, destroyers, and submarines, and large amounts of military materials were stored in the warehouses. However, as the threat from Nazi Germany grew, the Soviet command realised the vulnerability of the port, which was almost on the border with Germany. Liepaja is located approximately 90 km from Klaipeda (Memel), and therefore the forces deployed there were exposed to attacks by German air, naval, and ground forces in the event of a surprise attack. Therefore, already in May 1941, capital ships were transferred from Liepaja to Riga, and the evacuation of military materials began. As a result, on 22 June, only the obsolete destroyer Lenin, which was under repair, and the smaller
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      Passing the Moonsund
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      Cruiser “Kirov”, pre-war picture.
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Battle of Cape Kolka
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      MRS-11 depot ship, ex-“Osnabrück”.
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      The slaughter of convoys in the Gulf of Riga
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      Destroyers of the “Project 7U” class under way.
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      Torpedo attack of the Soviet boats.
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      Flying boat MBR-2 over the sea.
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Bombers over Berlin
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      Present for Hitler.
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      Whoever digs a pit…
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      “Tannenberg” sinking.
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      Explosion on “Preußen”.
    
    
    
      [image: 22]
      “Hansestadt Danzig” (left, in wartime camouflage) still afloat.
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