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Introduction


It is well that war is so terrible, otherwise we should grow too fond of it.

General Robert E. Lee



On a cool mid-summer day in Lithuania’s second city of Kaunas, a taxi pulls up outside my hotel. I clamber into the back and, having settled down, tell the driver: ‘Septintas Fortas.’ Seventh Fort.

He nods.

‘Devintasis Fortas.’ Ninth Fort.

I shake my head. ‘Septintas, Septintas Fortas…’

The driver is confused. His surprise is understandable. Fort IX is a national monument, a large memorial complex and museum to victims of the Nazi occupation on the northwestern outskirts of the city, a site of pilgrimage for thousands of fellow countrymen – and the occasional foreign visitor – every year.

The much smaller Fort VII, three miles away, is largely forgotten, at the end of a nondescript road lined by blocks of flats and fine post-Communist-era villas. Until recently, it’s been derelict.

I pull out a map and point out the fort to him.

He sees the road name and nods. ‘Ah, Archyvo. Septintas Fortas…’

No taxi driver in Brest needs directions. There is only one krepost – fortress – in the gateway to Belarus. It is the city’s principal tourist attraction – it has been for more than half a century. It too became a place of pilgrimage, one of a small number of sites and cities granted the honorific ‘Hero’ by Soviet leaders. Long after they – and their regime – have faded into history, the fortress remains a draw for visitors: Germans, Russians, Belarusians and a trickle of military historians and enthusiasts from across the globe.

In June and July 1941 fire and fury swept through these two 19th-century forts. They embody the essence of the opening few days of Operation Barbarossa, the fire of the greatest invasion in history which ran – unexpectedly – into a bulwark of fanatical defenders in places such as Brest, the fury of unchecked historic, racial and ideological prejudices unleashed across the Baltic states, Belarus and western Ukraine.

This combination of unprecedented, rapid military victories coupled with state-sponsored and spontaneous atrocities makes the opening fortnight of the German invasion of the Soviet Union unique in the annals of modern warfare, a bloodletting unparalleled. It is impossible to separate the two. Ideological and racial murders were built into the Barbarossa plan from the outset. Killing at the front occurred simultaneously with killing behind the front – on both sides. As German arms swept forward, political instructors in the Red Army – commissars – as well as Jews, the intelligentsia and anyone the Nazis deemed a threat, were systematically executed, individual or en masse. And as the Soviet authorities fell back, there was no time to empty the overflowing prisons. Stalin’s security services butchered the inmates, the methods used at times medieval. In many cases, their discovery sparked a wave of pogroms – some stoked by the German ‘liberators’, others purely nationalist affairs – unsurpassed in scale and brutality in the 20th century.

The account which follows is therefore a contrast of heroism and horror, of brave, dedicated, determined soldiers on both sides, fighting for what they believed were just causes, of unchecked primeval, bestial impulses and actions, of the joy of apparent liberation and the barbarity of hatred unrestrained. As a result, at times it is a difficult, almost impossible read. Even nearly a century later the horrors are beyond the imagination of many a bloodthirsty Hollywood director. And while some accounts and testimonies may have been embellished to suit new masters, the atrocities of June–July 1941 are thoroughly documented in contemporary official documents, personal diaries, letters and court papers, even captured on film. Alongside newsreels and newspapers, later memoirs and testimonies, monographs and studies, and military histories in half a dozen languages scattered across the archives, libraries and museums of Europe, visited during more than a decade’s research, they serve as the bedrock of this work.

Our story ends in early July 1941 – five months before Barbarossa stuttered to a halt in the snow outside Moscow, none of its goals fulfilled – for two reasons. One is the sheer challenge of continuing in the same vein until the year’s end. But secondly, and more importantly, because the rest of the Barbarossa campaign never matched the opening days. Never again was the German advance as rapid as it was in the first ten days of the campaign in the East – and certainly not on every front simultaneously. There were stunning victories for German arms: with more than 1,200,000 prisoners taken, the encirclements at Kiev in September and around Bryansk and Vyazma the following month eclipsed the triumph of the Białystok–Minsk pockets. There were breakthroughs and breakneck panzer dashes, notably again at Bryansk and Vyazma. In June and early July 1941, these were the rule. Thereafter they were the exception. There was still the widespread murder of Jews in the Baltic and Ukraine in the wake of the panzers – most infamously at Babi Yar in Kiev in September. But the popular uprisings, the spontaneous pogroms, were beginning to give way to more organised, ‘orderly’ mass executions at the hands of German security services joined, in time, by collaborators from the lands the Third Reich had ‘liberated’ from Soviet rule.

By the time Joseph Stalin addressed his people on the morning of 3 July 1941 for the first time since the invasion began, the first phase of the German onslaught was largely over. The war in the East was not. For the ordinary soldier – the German Landser, the Soviet frontovik – the fighting would continue until the Hammer and Sickle was raised over the Reichstag in Berlin in May 1945. For ordinary citizens there were three or more years to endure under the Nazi yoke: repression, arbitrary acts, starvation, deportation as slave labourers. And for the Jews of the occupied territories, there was death: death in the ghettos their new masters quickly established, then death on an industrial scale in the killing factories of Majdanek, Treblinka and Auschwitz.

For anyone swept up by Operation Barbarossa in June and July 1941, this was just the beginning. The Germans had merely opened the gates to Hell.


A note on place names

The map of Central and Eastern Europe was re-drawn repeatedly in the 20th century, with borders moved, towns, villages and regions frequently swapping nations and changing their names. For the most part, I have used the names of towns as they were in June 1941 in the countries they were then located, unless there is a well-known English-language title. So it is Lvov, not the German Lemberg, Polish Lwów or present-day Ukrainian Lviv; and Kiev, the common spelling in 1941, not Kyiv; Kaunas rather than Kauen or Kovno; and Liepāja, not Libau or Libava.
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One More Blitzkrieg


This is a war on the grandest scale, the likes of which history has never seen.

Non-commissioned officer, German 121st Infantry Division




‘It’s quiet, but only for the time being…’ Brest, Saturday 21 June 1941

Spring, the people of Brest say with a certain degree of pride, arrives two weeks earlier than in Minsk. This year it was late. It was mid-June, and though the River Bug dropped a few more centimetres each day, it was still higher than usual. Throughout the morning motorboats had been running up and down the river, hugging the right bank, their crews clearly soldiers, but dressed in civilian clothes. Ostensibly they were recording the water level. In reality they were scanning the Bug’s left bank not 250ft away. Through the dense foliage of alder, poplars and willows, they could see nothing. The boats disappeared up an arm of the Mukhavets, whose peaty brown waters muddy the Bug as the two rivers merge. Here Slavic tribes of the Kievan Rus had settled ‘Berestye’ at the beginning of the second millennium. And here, eight centuries later, the land’s now-Russian rulers sought to safeguard the Moscow–Warsaw road – and later railway – which ran through Brest by building a great fortress with the island formed by the two arms of the languid Mukhavets at its heart. Despite being strengthened and improved to keep pace with the changing face of war, it had been unable to withstand the fall of empires or the march of armies. In the past 25 years, it had traded rulers more than half a dozen times – rarely peacefully – most recently the Third Reich for the Soviet Union in September 1939. Pregnable though the fortress of Brest had proven to be – repeatedly – it was not yet redundant.


This Saturday the sprawling complex was mostly at peace. After a morning of drill to the music of military bands on the fortress’s central island, many of the 9,000 soldiers, plus 300 of their family members living within its grounds, were looking forward to an afternoon and evening off. Homesick company commander Akaki ‘Kako’ Shevardnadze yearned to escape and return to his village, a few miles from the eastern shore of the Black Sea. ‘To my parents, to my brother Laie,’ the 21-year-old senior sergeant wrote. ‘Dear Laie, send me your photograph. I live here just like anywhere else. I long for you. And I long for my Georgia. Everything is peaceful here. My duties will soon be over. I hug you. Kako.’

Many of Shevardnadze’s comrades headed the mile or so into the city, transplanted eastwards when the fortress was built and now a thriving community of 70,000 souls. Given Brest’s varied recent history, its inhabitants – they preferred to call themselves ‘locals’ rather than Soviets or Russians – fraternised easily with these ‘foreigners’: Ukrainians, White Russians, Georgians, Armenians, Jews, Christians, even one German Communist. But in recent weeks, the foreigners had noticed the mood and attitude of the people of Brest change. Government communiqués denying any worsening of relations with Berlin did nothing to ease the tension. In shops there was a run on salt, bread, flour, sugar, soap, shoes. Tailors, shoemakers and watchmakers willingly took orders from garrison troops, but were in no hurry to give customers their suits, boots or watches; they were stockpiling them, ready to sell to the Germans when they invaded. The disquiet among the populace rubbed off on the men of the garrison. ‘A storm is brewing and when it comes it’ll probably be worse than the Finnish one,’ one junior officer wrote home. Junior commissar Vladimir Abyzov also felt compelled to warn his family. ‘Our neighbour is unreliable – despite the fact that we have treaties with him,’ the 20-year-old wrote. ‘We need to be at combat readiness to protect our borders at any moment and, if we have to, to smash the enemy on his own soil.’ The wife of a commissar admitted to friends that she’d been ‘thinking about war a great deal. Da, in all likelihood, we’ll have to fight. But God forbid that we’re sucked into this inferno.’ For more than a year, Gregory Davidovich Derevyanko had been convinced Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Russia would clash. The only question was when – and in June 1941 the 24-year-old committed Communist dismissed the imminence of war with Germany. ‘Certainly not this year, but in, two, three, five years’ time – and it will be decisive,’ he wrote. ‘I believe we’re waiting for the right moment, when all the other countries have been weakened. For the time being it’s quiet, but only for the time being…’1



Save a few recently erected observation towers rising above the trees, the left bank of the Bug betrayed no signs of warlike intentions. But beneath the canopy were men, panzers, mortars, howitzers, motorcycles, horse-drawn and self-propelled guns, flak, armoured cars, horses, trucks – four divisions massed on the short stretch of the Bug opposite Brest alone. While the garrison of the fortress was converging on the May 1st Park or strolling into the city, German radio operator Walter Stoll fell in alongside his comrades in front of their company commander. With a serious expression, Lieutenant Helmstedt stepped forward and began to read a leaflet, ‘Soldaten der Ostfront!’ – Soldiers of the Eastern Front! – and the words of Adolf Hitler. ‘Having been weighed down by grave burdens and forced to remain silent for many months, the moment has finally come to speak openly…’ For the next half hour Helmstedt struggled through the four-page document as the Führer surveyed a quarter century of European history: England’s long-standing envy and hatred of Germany and her industrial strength, Germany’s defeat in World War I at the hands of ‘internal strife’, the ‘Jews, Bolsheviks and reactionaries’ who had opposed the German resurgence under the National Socialists, the pact with Moscow in August 1939 and how, ever since, the Soviet Union had undermined the alliance, attacked, carved up or simply swallowed the peaceful nations of Eastern Europe – Finland, the Baltic states, Bessarabia – and tried to stir up unrest in the Balkans. And now, armies were massing along the German–Soviet frontier – 150 divisions – waiting for the right moment ‘to crush the German Reich and Italy’. The time had come, the Reich’s leader declared, ‘when continuing to simply watch would not merely be a sin of omission, but a crime against the German people, indeed against all of Europe’. And so, the Führer had acted. ‘Soldiers of the Eastern Front! Right now, the largest, most extensive military build-up the world has ever seen has taken place.’ From the Arctic to the Black Sea, it was time ‘to save all of Europe’s culture and civilisation’. After nearly 30 minutes, Helmstedt reached the appeal’s concluding paragraphs: ‘German soldiers! You are embarking on a difficult struggle, burdened with responsibility, for the fate of Europe, the future of the German Reich, the existence of our people are now in your hands. May the Lord help us all in this struggle!’

The officer now turned to the company’s mission: cross the Bug south of Brest, eliminate a series of bunkers four miles from the fortress, and forge a bridgehead – all under the umbrella of a tremendous artillery barrage. ‘Now everyone had to hurry,’ Walter Stoll remembered. ‘Dismantle tents, load vehicles, reel in the telephone wires, collect iron rations and ammunition – it all took place in a blur.’ For good measure, the men also grabbed chocolate, cognac and beer. The regimental band played its final march before the musicians sent their instruments to the rear and joined the ranks as stretcher bearers. ‘There was evidently hard fighting ahead,’ the young radio operator observed.


A few miles away, 40-year-old chaplain Rudolf Gschöpf led the staff of 45th Infantry Division in a final act of worship at their tented headquarters, located in a forest off the main road to Warsaw. ‘Everything passed in a very serious, collected mood,’ the Austrian wrote 15 years later. And well it might, for on the coming day Gschöpf’s division had to storm the fortress of Brest. The men of the 45th had been practising for their mission for six weeks: the men, by ‘attacking’ Fort Okęcie, a late-19th-century fortification on the southwestern edge of Warsaw; their senior officers, by studying every detail of Brest – old plans, aerial photographs, panoramas and accounts of previous assaults on the citadel.

As darkness fell, the staff struck their tents and moved to the border town of Terespol, where their command post had been established in a World War I bunker built next to the municipal cemetery. The troops too abandoned their bivouacs and silently made for the marshes by the Bug. Pioneers hauled inflatable boats towards the river’s edge. Artillery pieces – 15, 21, 28cm mortars and new multiple rocket launchers – were pushed and pulled along specially laid corduroy roads. Walter Stoll and his comrades passed through a village near the Bug which was crammed with Sturmgeschütze, self-propelled artillery, ready to cross the river when the bridgehead was secure. The watchword throughout was silence. For the 45th Infantry’s commander Fritz Schlieper, these were the most uncertain hours of the operation. If the Russians across the river noticed or heard his men moving into position, would they order a pre-emptive barrage, catching his men in the open, smashing some of the assault boats, perhaps even detonating the stockpiles of ammunition? Schlieper need not have worried. ‘Everything is calm on the Russian side,’ he recorded in his diary. The only noise crossing the peacefully babbling waters of the Bug: locomotives shunting in the sidings at Brest’s station and the usual sounds coming from the fortress.2



Perhaps not the only noise. In the May 1st Park, barely half a mile from the fortress, lectures by the political officers of the Red Army proclaiming there was no need to fear war with Germany, that relations between the two countries had never been better, had given way to music – orchestras and brass bands. Single soldiers invariably ended up in Brest’s bars and dance halls, but officers and their families had congregated in the park, where they were joined by the city’s inhabitants, enjoying free entertainment on a fine mid-summer’s evening. ‘Back then it was the only place where you could enjoy yourself,’ Brest resident Georgii Karbuk remembered. ‘There was dancing, people were happy. It was pleasant and beautiful.’ Soldiers who’d chosen to remain in the fortress were treated to an evening of political instruction from their commissars followed by films – all good Soviet fare, naturally: a documentary about the ‘liberation’ of Bessarabia the previous summer, the fictionalised account of a peasant leader from the Russian Civil War, or Ruslan and Ludmila, Pushkin’s fairy tale given the cinematic treatment. Other members of their garrison drew their entertainment from alcohol. As the bottles grew emptier, the noise grew louder, Erich Bunke remembered, ‘occasionally turning into a chorus at whose end we could just make out: Vivat Stalin, vivat Stalin.’ Eventually, the din faded and the singing stopped. It was now past midnight. Saturday had turned to Sunday, 22 June 1941, the day when the world would hold its breath.3



[image: ]

Nearly three months had now passed since Adolf Hitler had underlined his irrevocable decision to attack the Soviet Union. He had chosen Sunday 30 March to treat his senior military commanders and staff officers to a two-and-a-half-hour tour d’horizon at his imposing New Reich Chancellery in Berlin, outlining the strategic situation since the fall of France, focusing, above all, on why Britain had failed to make peace. The reason was simple: Russia. It had been the constant theme of his strategic thinking ever since he had first asked his armed forces to consider an invasion of the Soviet Union the previous July. The tentative plans of the summer and autumn of 1940 took on more definite form shortly before the year’s end, when efforts to divert Moscow’s gaze from Europe and carve up the British Empire jointly with Germany had been rejected. Seven days before Christmas 1940, the Führer ordered his military ‘to smash Soviet Russia in a rapid campaign’, an operation he codenamed Barbarossa.

Nothing in the intervening three months had persuaded Adolf Hitler to change his mind. ‘We are now presented with the opportunity of laying Russia low while our rear is free – and we will not be presented with such an opportunity again for some time,’ he told his generals this Sunday morning. ‘It would be a crime against the German people’s future if I did not seize this opportunity.’ And seize it he would, brushing aside the threat posed by the Soviet military. The ordinary Russian soldier was tough and determined, but poorly led, while the Red Army may have possessed the largest tank force in the world, but most vehicles were obsolete. The Red Air Force was similarly large but mostly outdated. The Führer was not entirely oblivious to the scale of the task facing his armed forces, however. The Soviet Union was vast, and despite the size and strength of the Wehrmacht and its allies, the panzers and Luftwaffe would have to concentrate their efforts at specific points. Where they did, Hitler predicted, ‘the Russians will crumple under their massive impact’. The industrial centres of Leningrad, Moscow and southern Russia would be smashed, Ukraine occupied and exploited.


So far this was the usual fare. But now the German leader began to liken the forthcoming campaign to a 20th-century crusade – ‘very different from that in the West’. War with Russia would be like none which had gone before it in the modern age. It was not merely a clash of arms but a clash between two ‘faiths’: National Socialism and Bolshevism. ‘Peace in Europe is unimaginable without a clash between Germany and Russia,’ he explained. If Germany wanted peace for the coming generations, European Russia had to be smashed once and for all.4





‘War against Germany is inevitable…’ The Soviet Union, spring 1941

The first day of May was a leaden Thursday in Kiev. All morning clouds had filled the sky. The darkened heavens did not deter inhabitants from lining both sides of the kilometre-long Kreshchatik, the city’s principal boulevard. The first day of May meant a public holiday and the annual May Day parade. Children held small red Soviet flags in eager anticipation of proceedings beginning at 10am. First to appear was the class of 1941, the graduates of the schools of the Kiev Military District, all junior lieutenants. They were followed by paratroopers, then sailors of the Red Fleet in their white caps. Mighty horses pulled cannons across Dumska Square, towards the northern end of Kreshchatik. And then the future: motorised infantry in trucks, anti-aircraft guns, quadruple-mounted machine-guns, tractors with caterpillar tracks hauling howitzers. The crowd cheered – this was what they had come to see. On the platform erected for Ukraine’s political and military leaders, the district’s artillery commander leaned over to a comrade. ‘It’s a pity that we do not have more of this technology!’ he whispered. ‘But just you wait – in two years’ time things will look better!’ The noise of the tractors was quickly drowned out by the rattle of tanks on Kreshchatik’s cobbles – cleared of the usual trolleybuses for this festive occasion. Light tanks, three abreast, then the heavy armour – the street was only wide enough to accommodate two side-by-side. Again Kievans were delighted. They did not know that the multi-turreted T-35 tanks on display were already obsolete and about to be withdrawn. Nor that the newest models on display – the T-34 with its turret perched forward over sloped armour, or the monstrous 45-tonne KV tanks – were pretty much all the district had; troops were still mastering the few others which had reached front-line units. Barely had the last tanks rolled across the square than the air shook with the roar of low-flying fighters, I-16s. Small, stubby, manoeuvrable, it had been a revelation when introduced in the mid-1930s. Now it was becoming increasingly outdated, but it remained the Red Air Force’s principal interceptor. Only a small formation of modern fast fighters, MiG-3s, appeared over Kiev. As with the new heavy tanks, crews had not yet mastered them.

The fly-past of the MiGs brought the military element of the parade to an end. Now came the workers, carrying huge portraits of Stalin or banners, some proclaiming the latest increase in production figures, others depicting factory workers and collective farm employees standing shoulder-to-shoulder, weapons in their hands. Echoing off the three-, four- and five-storey buildings towering over the crowds in Kreshchatik, the most popular song of the day, sung by one group of workers after another, ‘Esli zavtra voina’ – If War Comes Tomorrow – from the film of the same name:


If there is war tomorrow,

If the enemy attacks,

If the forces of darkness descend,

Like one man the entire Soviet people

Will rise up to defend their beloved Motherland.



In all, more than half a million Soviet citizens paraded down Kiev’s main street that Thursday. No-one who watched the three-hour spectacle could have failed to be impressed.

As the brass bands disappeared down Kreshchatik, a small man with a round face, rather shabbily dressed in an old raincoat and peaked cap, a stalinka, stepped down from the tribune and began meeting the crowds. Nikita Khrushchev, head of the Communist Party in Ukraine, knew both the strengths – and weaknesses – on show. Parades like this bolstered public morale. But the former metal worker also knew such displays ‘covered up the faults of our army and deluded us into thinking we were safe’.5



May Day parades such as those in Kiev, Minsk, Leningrad, Smolensk, Kharkov and, of course, the Red Square showed the public face of the Soviet armed forces. Four days later, Joseph Stalin revealed the true state of affairs in a reception for 1,500 graduates of the Soviet Union’s military academies. Before dining, Stalin treated his guests to a 40-minute assessment of the state of his nation’s armed forces in the spring of 1941 as well as the wider international situation. The graduates had been away from the front-line Red Army for between three and four years completing their studies. ‘When you return to its ranks, you will not recognise it,’ Stalin assured his listeners. The rifle division of 1941 – the designation ‘rifle’ was preferred to ‘infantry’ – was smaller than those which had gone before, but much more mobile. There were more motorised divisions and armoured divisions equipped with the latest tanks – heavily armed and armoured. The Red Air Force too was being transformed. New aircraft with top speeds of more than 400mph were entering service in large numbers – a good thing, the Soviet leader conceded, for if the Red Air Force’s existing fleet was thrown into action today, ‘they would be shot down immediately’. Yet for all the new equipment, for all the armed forces had learned from their experiences in Finland and by observing the German campaign in France from afar, their training and tactics lagged behind this technology. Teaching in the academies – the very institutions his audience had just passed out of – was outdated, their instructors too lazy to study the latest developments. The head of the academies visibly blanched as the vozhd – leader – listed their shortcomings. But Stalin did not stop there. The entire nation had to change its attitude from defence to attack. Training. Propaganda. Newspapers. Radio. All had to adjust. ‘The Red Army is a modern army – and a modern army is an offensive army.’

As for the lessons of the current war, Joseph Stalin told the gathering of officers that there was ‘nothing special’ about Germany’s panzers or her Luftwaffe. ‘The Germans think their army is ideal, outstanding, invincible. On these points they are mistaken,’ he declared. ‘There are no invincible armies and there never have been in this world.’ Complacency and arrogance were taking hold in the ranks of the German Army. But these were not its greatest shortcoming, Stalin told his audience. ‘When Napoleon waged war under the banner of liberation from bondage, he found sympathy and support – and succeeded. When he switched to wars of conquest, he made many enemies and was bound to fail ultimately.’ Germany had fought to make good what it had lost at Versailles – and succeeded. Now Berlin was waging a war of conquest. It would fail. ‘No victory will be granted to a German Army which wages war under the banner of subjugating other nations and peoples.’

After dining, various officers arose to propose a succession of toasts which, despite loudspeakers peppered around the Kremlin, were often barely audible. Drunk on vodka, wine and champagne, the men’s mood was boisterous as Stalin saluted the artillery – ‘the god of war’ – the cavalry, the infantry, the tank crews and airmen. Finally, a tank general stood up and began to toast his leader’s foreign policy. The vozhd interrupted him. Yes, he had pursued a policy which had guaranteed peace for the Soviet Union. But friendly relations with Berlin had failed to materialise. ‘War against Germany is inevitable,’ Stalin told his audience before turning to his foreign minister. ‘If Comrade Molotov and the apparatus of the People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs are able to delay the outbreak of war then we’re lucky.’6
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Throughout the spring, evidence of this inevitable war with Germany accumulated by the day. By the time of Stalin’s speech in the Kremlin, his intelligence services estimated there were more than 100 German divisions in Poland – three dozen of them arriving in the past couple of months. The Luftwaffe violated Soviet air space daily. Moscow protested, but went no further. It did nothing for fear of provoking precisely the attack the Germans were planning. When Japanese foreign minister Yōsuke Matsuoka left the Soviet capital for Berlin after signing a non-aggression pact with the USSR, Stalin and Molotov unexpectedly appeared at the railway station. Leaving his Far Eastern guests, the vozhd sought out German ambassador Friedrich-Werner Graf von der Schulenburg and, uncharacteristically, put his arm around the reserved diplomat’s shoulders. ‘We must remain friends and you must now do everything to that end!’ The Soviet leader was similarly convivial with deputy military attaché Hans Krebs: ‘We will remain friends with you – whatever happens!’ The monocled Krebs, a die-hard Nazi, concluded that Stalin would ‘do anything to avoid war and would give way on every issue short of making territorial concessions’.

The German Embassy in Moscow fed such snippets and other reports – Muscovites were predicting war would begin on 20 May, the British Embassy on 22 June, for example – to Berlin. Despite the mounting evidence, officially it had no knowledge of Barbarossa; Hitler had brazenly lied to Schulenburg when the ambassador visited Berlin at the end of April, assuring him, ‘I do not intend to wage war against Russia!’ The veteran diplomat was not fooled. ‘The die is cast, war is a certainty,’ he told his assistant Gustav Hilger on his return. For his part, Hilger impressed on Hans Krebs to remind his military masters of the Soviet Union’s strength, the vastness of the land, its inexhaustible reserves, the ability of the Russian people to endure suffering and hardship. Russia ‘had often been beaten, but never defeated,’ Hilger warned the officer. ‘I know all this, but I can’t use any of it with Hitler,’ Krebs resignedly fired back. ‘There’s nothing we can tell him. We keep our mouths shut unless we want to lose our heads.’7





‘An aura around German arms…’ The Wehrmacht, spring 1941

Hans Krebs had merely been humouring Gustav Hilger. The colonel had seen nothing during his time in the Soviet Union which would make his superiors in Berlin quake – and told them as much. The Red Army was re-equipping to be sure, but it was in far worse a condition than it had been when the Nazis came to power in 1933. He predicted it would be two decades before the Soviet military was a force to be reckoned with again.

Krebs was merely confirming what most Germans from the Führer down already believed: the Red Army was ripe for the taking. Germany’s victories in Poland, Scandinavia and the West had the Russians ‘quaking in their boots’. He was convinced an invasion of the Soviet Union would be ‘like a child’s game in a sandbox’ compared with the campaign in the West, famously predicting all he had to do was ‘kick in the front door and the whole rotten structure will come crashing down’. His trusted operations officer Alfred Jodl brushed aside the ‘Russian colossus’ as nothing more than ‘a pig’s bladder – prick it and it will burst’. And Hans Jeschonnek, Chief of the Luftwaffe’s General Staff, rubbed his hands with glee: ‘At last, a proper war!’

Such bombast was not confined to the Führer and the senior officers under his spell. To Heinz Guderian, the leading proponent of armoured warfare, it seemed as if his fellow generals were drunk on their successes, the word ‘impossible’ erased from their dictionaries. Briefing the commanders of Fourth Army, earmarked to advance on Moscow, its chief-of-staff Günther Blumentritt expected ‘14 days of hard, bloody fighting. Then, hopefully, we’ll have cracked it.’ The Red Army’s leaders were ‘to be feared even less than the old, well-trained Tsarist generals’. As for the men they led, they were ‘illiterate, half-Asiatic warriors’, dogged, impervious to hardship, unafraid of shedding blood or being killed. The average German soldier, the Landser, was better trained, better armed, better prepared, more experienced and, of course, better led. Above all, after their many triumphs there was, said Blumentritt, ‘an aura around German arms which will soon have an impact’.8



The aura was understandable. Poland had been knocked out in the ‘campaign of 18 days’ (which actually lasted double that), Denmark in one day, Norway in a couple of months, France, Belgium and the Netherlands in six weeks, Yugoslavia in 12 days, Greece in 24 and finally Crete in a fortnight. The speed and ferocity of these victories had given the world a new word, blitzkrieg – lightning war – embodied by the Stuka and the panzer, combining violence with terror. The distinctive Junkers Ju87 or Stuka – short for Sturzkampfflugzeug (dive-bomber) – did both brilliantly. Sirens on its fixed undercarriage, ‘the trumpets of Jericho’, drove fear into the hearts of those being attacked as the aircraft hurtled towards the ground at upwards of 350mph, hurling its bombs onto its target with an accuracy crews of conventional bombers simply couldn’t match. The Stuka’s payload of one 550lb and four 100lb bombs was tiny and its shortcomings – lack of speed and manoeuvrability – had been ruthlessly exploited by the RAF in the skies of England in the summer of 1940. Against an ‘inferior’ opponent, more than 450 Stukas would enjoy a new lease of life.


Otherwise, it was down to the Luftwaffe’s fleet of 950 medium bombers to destroy Soviet ground forces and infrastructure. None, in June 1941, could reach Moscow, but they could strike at Leningrad, Minsk, Kiev and the industrial heartland of southern Ukraine. The six-man Heinkel He111, in service since the Spanish Civil War, remained the workhorse of the bomber fleet; nearly 300 would be committed in the East. The newer Ju88 carried an almost identical payload and enjoyed similar endurance, but required just four crew and was 40mph quicker. Able to bomb in the dive or in level flight, it was one of the fastest medium bombers in service in any of the world’s air forces. Finally, there was the increasingly obsolescent Dornier Do17 with its small payload – half that of the Junkers or Heinkel – and sluggish top speed of only 230mph.

To provide cover for the bombers – either on close escort duties or by sweeping over Russia looking for enemy aircraft on a freie Jagd (free hunt) – more than one-third of the aircraft marshalled for Barbarossa were fighters. In the Messerschmitt Me109 Germany possessed an aircraft which was a match for, if not superior to, any fighter in the world in spring 1941. The F model – with which most fighter formations were now equipped – could reach a top speed of nearly 400mph, downing opponents with its 15mm or 20mm cannon and two machine-guns. Far less numerous was the twin-engine Me110 Zerstörer (destroyer), which possessed twice the firepower of its single-engine counterpart and an increased range of 750 miles, but was slower and less manoeuvrable. Like the Stuka, it had proved a failure over Britain but, armed as a fighter-bomber, the Zerstörer would be more than effective in the opening weeks of the campaign in the East.

The men who crewed these machines were all volunteers and among the best-trained fliers in the world’s military – most bomber pilots had 250 flying hours under their belt by the time they reached front-line units. To that training was added the experience of combat dating back to the late 1930s in Spain – although more than 3,000 crews had been lost over Britain and in the Balkans. ‘The Luftwaffe did not recover from this blow,’ fighter commander Theo Osterkamp rued later in the war. Training establishments made good the losses numerically but, ‘to fill the enormous gaps, the training was shortened and selection standards lowered’. It remained to be seen whether their enthusiasm could compensate for their inexperience.

Lost crews had been replaced as had lost aircraft. But as it prepared to embark on a campaign of staggering dimensions, the Luftwaffe was no stronger than it had been 13 months earlier at the beginning of the attack in the West. And, unlike May 1940, it could no longer concentrate its striking power in a single theatre; more than one-third of its front-line strength – 1,800 aircraft – was committed elsewhere in the summer of 1941, including some 850 aircraft in the West to keep the ‘beaten’ British at bay. That left 3,000 machines to ‘paralyse and eliminate the Russian Air Force’, give direct support to the army and, where possible, destroy rail bridges and strike at the enemy’s industrial potential – as laid down in the Barbarossa directive. It was beyond the Luftwaffe’s means, as commanders supporting the advance through Ukraine warned: the German Air Force simply could not give the ground troops the support it had provided on previous campaigns. The days when soldiers simply called in ‘a Stuka attack at the first sign of enemy resistance’ were over.

Of its new foe, the Luftwaffe knew alarmingly little. Reconnaissance flights – which had so infuriated the Soviets yet elicited no response beyond protests – helped to build up a comprehensive picture of the Red Air Force’s airfields in the zone up to a couple of hundred miles beyond the frontier. Beyond that, however, it relied on outdated information from the war with Finland and whatever snippets its attaché in Moscow, Heinrich Aschenbrenner, and his staff could glean. Rarely were Aschenbrenner’s Russian counterparts obliging, but at the end of March he and senior German aero engineers were invited on a three-week inspection tour of the Soviet air industry. At the end, aircraft designer Artem Mikoyan – behind the new MiG-3 fighter entering service – took Aschenbrenner to one side at Moscow’s principal Khodynka airfield: ‘We have now shown you everything we have and what we can do. Whoever attacks us, we can destroy.’ The warning fell on deaf ears. Hitler seized upon Aschenbrenner’s report as proof that he had to strike now. ‘Well, there you see how far these people are already. We must begin immediately.’

The Luftwaffe’s intelligence section largely dismissed Aschenbrenner’s findings as Soviet bluff. Indeed, it dismissed the efforts of the Soviet air industry – already outperforming Germany’s – convinced it would not be able to meet the demands of war. There was almost total ignorance of new aircraft, and the Luftwaffe fared no better when it tried to estimate the Red Air Force’s strength. When there were, in reality, more than 8,500 aircraft in European Russia alone, the Luftwaffe reckoned the Soviets possessed around 10,500 aircraft in total, perhaps half of them combat-worthy, and ‘only’ 2,850 fighters and bombers ready to face it. Even the most pessimistic intelligence report, staff officer Hermann Plocher recalled, regarded the Luftwaffe superior to its new foe in quality and quantity.9



And then there was the mechanised juggernaut of the German Army which had delivered the Reich’s lightning victories hand-in-hand with the Luftwaffe, spearheaded by phalanxes of tanks. Nineteen panzer divisions were committed to Barbarossa, each one a 20th-century marvel of around 3,300 vehicles – end-to-end they would stretch for more than 80 miles – supported by a dozen motorised infantry divisions. But for every mechanised formation there were at least three infantry divisions which would rely on feet and hooves to carry them into the depths of Russia. Whatever the image projected by Joseph Goebbels in his weekly newsreels and films such as Sieg im Westen, celebrating the triumph over the Western Allies, infantry, not armour, was the backbone of the German Army. More than 100 infantry divisions were deployed in the East, upwards of two million men. Each division averaged around 17,000 soldiers, 9,000 of them pure infantrymen assigned to three infantry regiments. Each man carried more than 30lb of equipment, from his trusty Mauser rifle and stick hand-grenade, to his canteen, bread bag, a small spade for digging foxholes and a canvas strip to cover him in it. He was supported by pioneers – battlefield engineers, clearing mines, barbed-wire obstacles, building bridges or smoking out enemy strongpoints with flamethrowers and explosives; a battalion of machine-gunners with their trusty MG34, capable of spewing out up to 900 rounds a minute; and an anti-tank unit mostly equipped with the obsolete 3.7cm cannon, which had proved all but ineffective against heavy Allied tanks (so much so the men branded it the Anklopfgerät – door knocker). A reconnaissance detachment scouted up to 20 miles ahead of the infantry, while to the rear lay four dozen light and medium howitzers of the division’s artillery regiment. Behind all of these came the Etappe, the rear area troops – vehicle repairers, medics, bakers and butchers, supply teams, nearly 3,500 men in all. The fighting troops required 170 tonnes of supplies a day to sustain them on the field of battle. The bakers obliged with around 12,000 loaves daily, while the butchers slaughtered as many as 120 pigs or 240 sheep. And there were more than 230 officers and men of the veterinary company to care for the 5,000 horses – the infantry division’s principal means of transportation; 2,000 of them were needed to haul the artillery alone, the remainder to pull carts of ammunition, food and other supplies.

As for the vaunted panzers, more than 3,500 were being massed for the lunge into Russia, assembled in four mighty tank armies – Panzergruppen. The cutting edge was provided by the Panzer Mk3, armed with a 50mm main cannon and the mainstay of the Panzerwaffe (panzer force), and just shy of 450 of the latest Mk4s, equipped with a 75mm gun. There were 200 StuG III assault guns and more than 130 tank destroyers – 4.7cm anti-tank cannons mounted on a panzer chassis. All were good tanks. There were just not enough of them – certainly not enough to equip the 19 armoured divisions earmarked for Barbarossa. German factories had made good the losses in the West and replaced many older models, but still more than half the panzers about to invade Russia were obsolete or obsolescent models such as the Mk2, suitable only for reconnaissance duties, or the reliable Czech-built Panzerkampfwagen 38 medium tank. Not even diluting the strength of each panzer division – from around 250 tanks in May 1940 to just under 200 a year later – sufficed. To provide the divisions with the 5,000 vehicles they required, the Wehrmacht was forced to raid the armouries of occupied Europe. There were nearly 250 different models of vehicle in one division, 17th Panzer, alone and some 2,000 across the German Army in June 1941. They were, observed the leading proponent of armoured warfare Heinz Guderian, ‘markedly inferior in quality to German ones’ and ‘particularly ill-suited’ to a campaign in the East. As a result, there was no such thing as an average or standard panzer division.

Take the 4th Panzer, one of five divisions assigned to Guderian. It would begin its advance on Moscow with 212 panzers and more than 5,000 vehicles. Most of the former were concentrated in 35th Panzer Regiment and its 177 tanks, only 20 of which were the latest Mk4s. Some 105 Mk3s formed the core of the unit, with 44 obsolete Mk2s for scouting duties. What the 35th possessed in abundance was confidence. Its men were the first into Warsaw, had driven the British and French back to Dunkirk, then raced as far south as Grenoble. The men of the 35th felt ‘bound with one another through experiences like few other troops’, members of a ‘panzer family’ which officer cadet Richard von Rosen joined in early 1941 when it was stationed in Auxerre in central France. The 18-year-old Württemberger had undergone three months of basic instruction – 16 hours of cleaning the barracks, drill, clothing and locker inspections and exercises each day – which taught him the discipline of being a soldier, but not a Panzermann. Next he received his iconic all-black uniform with the death’s head emblem on the jacket collar. Rosen and his fellow cadets learned the basics of armoured warfare, such as driving a panzer courtesy of an old Mk1, and were interviewed by the regimental commander, Heinrich Eberbach, one of Germany’s ablest panzer commanders. Eberbach impressed the teenage cadet as a warm, friendly leader who would stand by his men, although it mattered little, for Rosen convinced himself the war would be over long before he completed his training. The best he could hope for, he thought, was life as an occupation soldier. But from mid-March 1941, the regiment began shipping east on trains, the men in cattle trucks where they slept on straw and performed their ablutions by simply hanging over the side of the wagons. At the beginning of May, the 35th reassembled on the exercise grounds at Warthelager, just north of Posen, where it received 50 Panzer Mk3s fresh from the factories of the Reich – some with the 37mm gun and others, like Rosen’s, with the more powerful 50mm. With his four fellow crewmen – commander, driver, radioman and loader – the newly qualified gunlayer practised manoeuvres in the marshy terrain every day under the direction of his 24-year-old company commander, Hans-Detloff von Cossel, ‘who embodied the ideal type of officer’, Rosen noted: calm, fair, brave. The young Panzermann was equally impressed with his Panzer Mk3. It possessed ‘considerable firepower, was well armoured and relatively quick’.


The armoured experts of the Red Army were rather less struck by the Mk3, or indeed any of the Panzerwaffe, when they were shown around Germany’s tank schools and factories in the spring of 1941. Hitler insisted the Soviet officials were shown every panzer. They simply refused to believe that the Mk4 was the German Army’s most powerful armoured vehicle. ‘It seems,’ the Wehrmacht’s ordnance office concluded, ‘that the Russians must already possess better and heavier tanks than we do.’10





Lacking ‘the experience of conducting war on a grand scale…’ The Soviet armed forces, spring 1941

In spring 1941, no commander in the Red Army had more forces at his disposal than Mikhail Kirponos, a 49-year-old Ukrainian, who had gone from commander of a division to heading the most important – and prestigious – front-line command in the Red Army, the Kiev Special Military District, in little more than a year. It was here that the Soviet leadership concentrated the bulk of its forces in the West – four armies, more than 20 corps, over 900,000 men and nearly 4,500 tanks – for if the Germans attacked, it reasoned, they would focus their efforts in Ukraine.

With more than 450 new heavy tanks, IV Mechanised Corps was by far the most powerful of the eight armoured formations under Kirponos’ direction. At the end of May he watched a demonstration by its armour on an exercise area outside Lvov, delighted by the performance of one tank in particular. Nothing stood in its way. ‘A great piece of equipment!’ he enthused to his adjutant, and offered the tank’s commander an engraved watch as reward for his skill.

‘And now, show us what your men can do,’ Kirponos told the young officer.

The commander clambered back into the turret of his tank and signalled his company. One began to move slowly towards a series of obstacles and struggled to overcome them. Two more followed, and hardly fared any better. Kirponos rubbed his forehead in frustration. ‘So it’s not working!’

‘We shouldn’t be surprised, comrade commander,’ sighed Rodion Morgunov, in charge of Kirponos’ armoured forces. ‘The drivers are not familiar with the new tanks yet. In fact, they’ve not spent more than three hours driving them.’

Gunnery drill went far more smoothly than the driving, but not moving by night in battle order: the lanes of rural Galicia were soon littered with tanks stopped by the roadside. At one halt, the general tore a strip off the commander of an armoured division. ‘Why is there such chaos, colonel?’ The colonel explained that his older models had broken down. ‘They mustn’t stop! You’ve failed to pay enough attention to regular maintenance.’

‘We do not have enough spare parts for the old tanks,’ the colonel protested.

Kirponos turned once again to Morgunov. ‘Bad, general! Think about how you can change the situation – and fast!’11



What Mikhail Kirponos saw at IV Mechanised Corps encapsulated the state of the Red Army’s armoured forces – men and machines – on the eve of war. The T-34 was the ‘great piece of equipment’ which had delighted him: simple, rugged, crudely manufactured – and a revelation. Manoeuvrable, generally reliable and better over the rolling terrain than on the road, where it could reach speeds in excess of 30mph, the T-34’s mobility was matched by its ability in battle. Its sloping armour – up to 45mm thick – was all but impervious to the standard German 37mm anti-tank and 50mm panzer cannon of 1941 at point-blank range, while no German tank gun could penetrate it at distances over 500 metres. As for its 76.2mm main gun, it was more powerful than any cannon mounted on a panzer.

The T-34 was classed as a medium tank – a mere 26 tonnes. It was dwarfed by the heavy Kliment Voroshilov – KV-1, named after one of the doyens of the Red Army. With armour up to 90mm thick, it was virtually invulnerable, while its 76mm cannon could knock out any German armoured vehicle up to one and a half miles away. But weighing more than 40 tonnes, it was too heavy to cross many Russian bridges, it was underpowered – a top speed of barely 20mph – difficult to drive and prone to breaking down. Its successor, the much less numerous KV-2, was even slower – a paltry 16 or 17mph – and more unwieldy, armed with a monstrous 152mm howitzer. It was more mobile artillery than battlefield tank – and it possessed many of its sister’s mechanical shortcomings.

For every KV-1 and T-34 in the armoured divisions mustered in the Soviet Union’s western districts in the spring of 1941, there were eight older, lighter models. The backbone of the Red Army’s mechanised force was the T-26; there were nearly 4,000 ready to face the Wehrmacht – on paper, at any rate. The T-26 was based on outdated doctrine – providing close support to the infantry – it was weakly armed and armoured. Its 45mm gun might, at close range, achieve a hit on a Panzer Mk3 or 4, but the poorly made shells often exploded on impact rather than punch through the tank’s skin. Slow on the roads (20mph) and even slower off them (10mph), it was plagued by reliability problems – as Kirponos had seen during his inspection; at least one-third of T-26s were unserviceable when the Germans invaded.

The average Red Army armoured division – like the German Army there was no such thing as a ‘standard’ division – possessed twice as many tanks as its German counterpart and was supported by more vehicles, but had 5,000 fewer men on its books – infantry especially – less artillery and one-third of the number of motorcycles. Crucially, it possessed fewer radios. The Panzertruppe’s actions on the field of battle were co-ordinated by microphone and headphone. The Soviet tank man was invariably directed by signal flags.

No two sources agree, but the Red Army probably had around 23,000 tanks on its books in the summer of 1941 – although no more than two out of three of them were ready for action. They were being massed in mighty mechanised corps: two tank divisions, 6,000 vehicles, 37,000 men. Nearly 30 such corps were being or had been formed across the Soviet Union, 18 in the West alone. Not one was at full strength. Most possessed half their quota of armour, some only a quarter. On paper XXI Mechanised Corps, forming in rural Russia close to the Latvian border, should have been able to field 1,031 tanks. Instead, Dmitry Lelyushenko commanded just 98 obsolete BT-7s and T-26s. He pleaded with Moscow to send him the equipment needed to complete his corps. ‘There’s no rush,’ he was told. ‘You’re not the only one in such a position.’ Lelyushenko persisted: ‘When will the tanks arrive? After all, we get the feeling the Nazis are preparing…’ He was told not to worry needlessly. ‘According to the plan, your corps should be complete in 1942.’ In Ukraine, Konstantin Rokossovsky’s IX Mechanised Corps counted only half the men and just three out of the ten tanks it should have had. What armour Rokossovsky did possess was worn out by the incessant training – so much so that he was forced to curb exercises ‘for fear that we would find ourselves at war with no tanks to fight in’. At least in the Kiev Military District, IX Mechanised Corps was the exception, not the rule. Further north the Western Military District, based in Minsk, wielded six mechanised corps, 2,250 tanks, nearly half of them – and almost all the new models – concentrated in a single corps, VI. The poor relation was the Baltic Military District, headquartered in Riga in Latvia, responsible for safeguarding the northern part of the Russo-German frontier. Although it possessed upwards of 2,800 tanks in its four armoured corps, barely 100 of them were KVs or T-34s.12



More than half the men chosen to command these new mechanised corps had no history in armoured warfare – many were drawn from the cavalry and most were ten years younger than their German counterparts. Their youth and inexperience can be attributed chiefly to the purges which ravaged the Red Army and Red Air Force in the late 1930s. Some 34,000 officers were dismissed. A good third of








‘It is a struggle between Teutons and Slavs…’ Germany’s war of extermination

























‘The East was almost the only thing left…’ The German East, May–June 1941












‘You can’t believe everything intelligence says…’ The Kremlin, June 1941














By the banks of the Svislach… Minsk, June 1941















‘I have a feeling that something will happen…’ Mid-June 1941






‘A certain nervousness in the air…’ Soviet-occupied Europe, mid-June 1941
















‘Standing in front of a locked door…’ Friday 20 June














‘You can draw your own conclusions…’ Saturday 21 June, morning














‘I predict the swastika … over the Kremlin in Moscow in four to five weeks…’ Saturday 21 June, mid-day
















‘If it all kicks off at first light tomorrow…’ Saturday 21 June, afternoon


























‘Don’t panic… “The boss” knows all about it…’ Saturday 21 June, evening















































‘Death is close at hand…’ Saturday 21 June, late evening



































‘Now the fortunes of war must decide…’ Saturday 21 June, nightfall















‘Unless there’s a miracle, we face the most dreadful adventure in our history!’ Saturday 21 June, 11pm


















‘Would everyone still be alive tonight?’ Saturday 21 June to Sunday 22 June, midnight
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