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In memory of my dear friend and colleague Christoph Nehring (son of General Walther K. Nehring). 1 Thank you, Christoph. I am forever grateful to you for your enthusiasm and support of my work on the eastern front.
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Prologue

Adolf Hitler unleashed his surprise attack on Soviet Russia (code-named Operation Barbarossa) at dawn on Sunday, 22 June 1941. Calculated to crush the hated (and feared) “Bolshevik-Jewish” enemy in a mere matter of weeks, Germany’s assault on Russia launched a war—no matter how you measure it, the greatest military confrontation in recorded history—that would rage for 1,418 days, culminating in the destruction of Hitler’s Third Reich and his suicide in the bunker below the Reich Chancellery in Berlin on 30 April 1945.


Biographers of Hitler and historians of Nazi Germany have sought for decades to determine just why he took the fatal decision to strike at Soviet Russia in 1941. Some have focused on the calculus of the strategic-military situation that developed between July 1940—following the Wehrmacht’s spectacular six-week victory over France—and June 1941; others have emphasized the continuity of the racial and ideological convictions embraced by the German dictator since the 1920s; still others have sought a synthesis of the two perspectives. Moreover, recent scholarship has stressed that Hitler waged war upon Russia because this was the war he had most wanted from the very moment he came to power. To invoke the words of the late Manfred Messerschmidt in his introduction to volume four of the quasi-official German history of World War II, Operation Barbarossa was “Hitler’s real war” (eigentlicher Krieg). 1 In the final analysis, Hitler viewed war between Germany and Russia as an ineluctable confrontation—an apocalyptic struggle between two mutually exclusive Weltanschauungen (worldviews) culminating in a racial war of extermination. 2


A central role in Hitler’s ill-fated eastern adventure was played by Generaloberst Heinz Guderian and the tankers and motorized infantry of his 2 Panzer Group (Panzergruppe 2). In the summer and early fall of 1941, they swept relentlessly across the wretched roadways and through the primeval forests of central European Russia, and despite stiffening enemy resistance, unsustainable losses in men and materiel, and increasingly tenuous lines of supply, Guderian’s panzer group—leveraging its superior training, tactics, and experience—registered remarkable territorial gains while achieving victories of unprecedented scope in the “cauldron battles” (Kesselschlachten) of Belostok-Minsk, Smolensk, and Kiev.


Yet, despite the great victories, by late November 1941, Guderian’s Second Panzer Army (redesignated as such in early October 1941) found itself largely immobilized—its forward progress now limited to a few kilometers a day in sharp contrast to the rapid advances of the summer campaign. In fact, after five months of brutal attritional warfare, his panzer army had been reduced to a mere shell of its former self—its panzer regiments left with but a handful of tanks, its motorized infantry battalions reduced to company strength. Bereft of their combat power, facing a tenacious and reinvigorated opponent, Guderian’s ragged divisions failed to achieve their final Barbarossa objectives and, by early December, were lurching back in defeat.


Operation Barbarossa, which had begun with so much promise for Guderian’s command, and for the Ostheer as a whole, had collapsed in catastrophic failure. But why was this so? How was it that, with each splendid victory, final victory seemed to move further beyond Germany’s grasp? A vexing paradox to be sure, but one that can be illuminated by an examination of Guderian’s role in the first half year of the Russian campaign, in the process providing insight into the failure of Barbarossa writ large.



AT THE REICH CHANCELLERY IN BERLIN (14.6.1941)

A mere eight days before the attack on Russia, Hitler secretly assembled the commanders of his eastern army groups (North, Center, and South), armies, Panzergruppen, and air fleets at the Reich Chancellery for a final series of conferences on the impending campaign. The participating general officers (also among them were: C-in-C of the Army, Generalfeldmarschall Walther von Brauchitsch; Chief of the Army General Staff, Generaloberst Franz Halder; and Chief of the OKH Operations Branch, Oberst i.G. Adolf Heusinger) had been assigned a strict agenda of arrival routes and times, as well as different street entrances by which to reach the sprawling Chancellery complex—prophylactic measures to conceal from overly curious Berliners that something very big was about to be set in motion.


Behind the Chancellery’s tall granite walls, the conferences began at 1100 that morning. Following a few words of welcome to his assembled lieutenants, Hitler invited them to report on their intentions for the opening phase of operations in their respective sectors of the front. The field commanders of Army Group South went first, followed by those of Army Groups North and Center. According to Hitler’s Luftwaffe adjutant, Nicolaus von Below, Hitler, for once, rarely interrupted, but rather listened attentively to the reports being made. 3 The generals’ tone was optimistic; the overall picture they presented was of an enemy who, while admittedly superior in numbers, was markedly inferior in the quality of both men and materiel.


In the midst of the generals’ recitations, at 2:00 p.m., Hitler broke for lunch with more than two dozen of his top commanders. About an hour later, the Führer called for silence and began to lecture his distinguished audience on the reasons behind his decision to attack the Soviet Union. If months before he had informed his generals that war against Russia would be a merciless nineteenth-century colonial-style war of annihilation (Vernichtungskrieg), 4 he now stressed the preventive character of the impending conflict, convinced as he said he was of the requirement to eliminate the “grave threat” Russia posed to Germany’s back. 5


He also predicted that, while the battle would be difficult, the enemy tenacious, the worst would be over in about six weeks.


That afternoon, Hitler continued his discussions with the commanders of Army Group South. The mass of the Red Army, he averred, was anticipated on the front of Army Group Center; once it had been annihilated, Army Group South could expect to be reinforced from the Ostheer’s central army group. Brauchitsch and Halder both listened but were careful to say nothing (see chapter 4). At some point, Hitler also emphasized the operational objective that had become an idée fixe of sorts—the capture of Leningrad, which he called the “cradle of Bolshevism” and which held a particular fascination for him as the former Saint Petersburg of the czars and symbol of Russia’s claim to great power status. 6


In his memoir, Guderian recalled—no doubt disingenuously—that “[Hitler’s] detailed exposition of the reasons that led him to fight a preventive war against the Russians was unconvincing.” 7 During the military conference that afternoon, he was asked—he does not say by whom—how much time his tanks would need to reach the ancient city of Minsk, the capital of Belorussia some 300 kilometers (linear distance) from Guderian’s start line in occupied Poland. To this question—remarkably the only one he was asked—he replied, “Five to six days.” 8 As matters turned out, the panzer general was almost right on the mark, for his spearhead would reach the outskirts of the city on 28 June, the seventh day of the war. Unfortunately for the German invaders, Hitler’s prognostication of just six weeks of hard fighting was rather short of the mark. 









Notes


DEDICATION

1. Walther K. Nehring served as Guderian’s chief of staff during the Polish campaign (1939) and the French campaign (1940). During Operation Barbarossa, he commanded 18 Panzer Division in Guderian’s 2 PzG /Second Panzer Army.




FOREWORD

1. Robert Kirchubel is a retired US Army armor branch lieutenant colonel, PhD, and author of many books and articles on the Nazi-Soviet War.




INTRODUCTION

1. The “Craig W. H. Luther Papers,” research materials I have collected over several decades—more than sixty-five bankers boxes of diverse holdings (e.g., field post letters, personal diaries and official war diaries, battle reports, questionnaires completed by German World War II veterans, maps, hundreds of photographs, etc.)—are located at the Hoover Institute, Stanford University, Palo Alto, California.

2. In any case, I do address at some length the issue of war crimes on the eastern front (committed by both sides) in Luther, Barbarossa Unleashed, 420–81.

3. Pöhlmann, Der Panzer und die Mechanisierung des Krieges, 492.

4. In his memoir, Guderian insisted that the Commissar Order was never carried out by his panzer group; in fact, he asserted (quite falsely) that he was unaware of it (Guderian, Panzer Leader, 152). However, while he most likely did not issue the order directly, German war diaries reveal that the order still managed to reach the troops and was “almost universally followed” (Hart, Guderian, 71). Guderian also claimed (again falsely) that he “forbade” implementation of the so-called Decree on Military Justice (Gerichtsbarkeitserlass). Drafted by the OKW legal office and released on 13 May 1941, the decree “withdrew crimes committed by enemy civilians in the east from the jurisdiction of military courts, required that partisans be ‘brutally eliminated’ and ordered that Wehrmacht soldiers committing crimes against the civilian population no longer needed to be prosecuted”; in effect, it stripped Soviet citizens of all legal protections and functioned as an amnesty for crimes of German soldiers against Russians in and out of uniform. Wegner, “The Road to Defeat,” 108.

5. Pöhlmann, Der Panzer und die Mechanisierung des Krieges, 492 (n. 642). Perhaps the worst thing that can be said about Guderian in this context is that, whatever he knew about violations of the laws of war on the eastern front, he simply ignored them—focused as he was on inflicting a fatal military defeat on Soviet Russia in the summer/fall of 1941.

6. The words belong to Alan Clark. As a teenager, I read his book Barbarossa: The Russian-German Conflict, 1941–45, and it sparked my lifelong fascination with Hitler’s attack on Soviet Russia.

7. The book aggregator/reviewer is Stone & Stone Second World War Books.

8. To be sure, Guderian was not alone among Germany’s top generals in accepting large financial gifts from Hitler, the secret funds dispensed by the German dictator’s Chancellery Office. These payments were clearly considered bribes by Hitler (and by Guderian as well). Hart, Guderian, 82–84.




PROLOGUE

1. Boog et al., Germany and the Second World War, Vol. IV, 2; Boog et al., Das Deutsche Reich und der Zweite Weltkrieg, Bd. 4, xiv.

2. Reuth (ed.), Hitler, 525; Yahil, The Holocaust, 244.

3. Below, At Hitler’s Side, 101–2.

4. At the Reich Chancellery in Berlin (30 March 1941), Hitler, in an address that lasted for more than two hours, for the first time openly revealed to his chief military commanders what war with Russia actually signified for Germany. After the conference Halder jotted in his journal that Barbarossa would be not only a “clash of two ideologies” but a “war of extermination … very different from the war in the west. In the east, harshness today means lenience in the future. Commanders must make the sacrifice of overcoming their personal scruples.” (For more details, see Halder, The Halder War Diary, 345–46.) While Guderian made no reference to this conference in his memoir, he was most certainly a participant. In any case, none of the general officers in attendance that day would openly criticize Hitler’s clearly criminal and genocidal intent. Following the war, Hermann Hoth, who commanded a panzer group on the eastern front in 1941, offered at least a partial explanation of why that was so: On 30 April 1948, before the Nuremberg Military Tribunal, he admitted, “In 1941, at the start of the Russian campaign, I still had complete faith [volles Vertrauen] in Hitler” (Hürter, Hitlers Heerführer, 213).

5. GFM von Bock, The War Diary, 220–21. For an in-depth discussion of the concepts of preventive and preemptive war as they pertain to Operation Barbarossa, see Luther, Barbarossa Unleashed, 191–97. Simply put, my view is that Hitler’s oft-stated conviction that Barbarossa barely preempted an impending Soviet attack on Germany was little more than a cynical fiction.

6. Leningrad was also recognized by both Hitler and his Army General Staff as one of Soviet Russia’s primary armament centers. Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des OKW, Bd. I, 208.

7. Guderian, Panzer Leader, 150.

8. Ibid., 150.




PART I. FROM THE FRONTIER TO SMOLENSK

1. For a detailed examination of German military planning—including its many shortcomings—for Operation Barbarossa, see Luther, Barbarossa Unleashed, 43–49, 57–70, etc.

2. Mawdsley, Thunder in the East, 66. With its long and bloody history—a “vital crossroads” fought over by Poles and Lithuanians in the Middle Ages; seized by the Russians in the seventeenth century and used by Peter the Great as a base of operations against Charles XII of Sweden; captured by Napoleon in August 1812—Smolensk was a cherished historical symbol to all Russians.

3. As cited in Macksey, Guderian, 142.




chapter 1. PREPARATIONS FOR THE EASTERN CAMPAIGN

1. At just twenty-five, he was the youngest of 168 officers selected to attend the prestigious Kriegsakademie in Berlin in October 1913. Macksey, Guderian, 7.

2. While posted as an intelligence officer to Fifth Army headquarters on the Verdun front, Guderian helped to prepare operational analyses of the German offensive’s failure, concluding that artillery firepower alone was not sufficient to neutralize a well-entrenched enemy and that only maneuver warfare offered a less costly way to success on the battlefield—convictions that would “profoundly shape his subsequent ideas and his career.” Hart, Guderian, 10–11.

3. Ibid., 3–4. According to Hart, the panzer general was a “good tactician and technician” who “suffered from strategic myopia.” He was also “impetuous, liable to react and act instinctively, sometimes without thinking.” Moreover, he “led too much from the front, which hampered the smooth functioning of his headquarters.” While a “great organizer, an intellect, a theorist, and a technician,” in the final analysis “his deficiencies outweighed his strengths and he contributed directly to Germany’s defeat.” Ibid., 115–17.

4. Guderian, Panzer Leader, 142.

5. In May 1941, Guderian “again willingly embraced and disseminated Hitler’s official justification for aggression—that Barbarossa was a defensive preemptive strike and a noble undertaking to save Western civilization from being destroyed by the ‘Asiatic Bolshevik-Jewish menace.’ Guderian’s actions thus intimate that by 1941 he had at least outwardly embraced the core tenets of National Socialism—the necessity both of violent German expansion and of the destruction of the supposed Jewish-Bolshevik threat. Moreover, throughout the war Guderian never seems to have given much thought to the profound consequences of the brutal ideological war of annihilation (Vernichtungskrieg) that Hitler ordered German forces to wage in the east” (Hart, Guderian, 69–70).

6. For the Barbarossa directive, see Trevor-Roper, Hitler’s War Directives, 48–52. For the original German text of the directive, see Hubatsch (ed.), Hitlers Weisungen für die Kriegführung, 84–88.

7. While the Luftwaffe collected some good tactical intelligence, it did a poor job of assessing the strength of the Soviet Air Force. For example, it underestimated the number of Soviet aircraft available and “fecklessly disregarded” major technical advances in Soviet aircraft design. The “failure of Luftwaffe intelligence to produce a complete assessment of Soviet capabilities was to have dire consequences on both the strategic level in the coming years and on the tactical conduct of the first campaigning season” (Muller, The German Air War in Russia, 41).

8. “Aufmarschanweisung Barbarossa,” in Halder, Kriegstagebuch, Bd. 2, 468 (appendix 2). Luftwaffe attacks on Russian industrial sites were only to begin after the Army had reached its operational goals.

9. “Auf die Verwendung chemischer Kampfmittel auch aus der Luft durch den Gegner muss die Truppe sich einstellen,” OKH Genst. d. H. Op.Abt. (1), Nr. 050/41 g.K., Aufmarschanweisung OKH vom 31.1.1941 “Barbarossa,” in Halder, Kriegstagebuch, Bd. 2, 465. (Note: Soviet Russia was not a signatory to the Geneva Conventions of 1929. The USSR, however, had signed the 1925 Geneva protocol prohibiting the use of poison gas and bacteriological warfare. See Bellamy, Absolute War, 20.)

10. Gschöpf, Mein Weg mit der 45. Inf.-Div., 197–99.

11. Hart, Guderian, 69.

12. For more details on the German force structure for Operation Barbarossa, see the relevant chapters in Luther, The First Day on the Eastern Front; see also Boog et al., Germany and the Second World War, Vol. IV, 316–19.

13. Note: This figure for artillery excludes infantry fieldpieces and mortars.

14. On 22 June 1941, two of the nineteen panzer divisions (2 PD and 5 PD) were still undergoing maintenance and refurbishment following the Balkan campaign in the spring of 1941; they would not be committed to eastern front until September, when they joined Army Group Center for Operation Typhoon.

15. Luther, Barbarossa Unleashed, 144–46.

16. Glantz, Barbarossa, 216 (n. 7). (Note: On 22 June 1941, Soviet 13 Army was an HQ only, with no combat units assigned.)

17. Williamson Murray, “May 1940: Contingency and Fragility of the German RMA,” in Knox and Murray (eds.), The Dynamics of Military Revolution, 166.

18. The training regimen of 241 Infantry Regiment (106 ID) at the troop training grounds in Wahn, Germany, included marches of up to 90 kilometers a day (135 kilometers in two days), along with field exercises and firing practice. These long marches usually ended with a parade—for example, in front of the Opera House in Cologne. Meyer, Infanterie-Regiment Grenadier-Regiment 241, 8.

19. Paul, Panzer-General Walther K. Nehring, 113.

20. Hart, Hart, and Hughes, The German Soldier in World War II, 8.

21. Throughout World War II, in fact, the Germans sometimes trained with live ammunition during periods of rest, refitting, or rebuilding. DiNardo, Germany’s Panzer Arm in WWII, 62.

22. As cited in Pöhlmann, Der Panzer und die Mechanisierung des Krieges, 329.

23. Allmendinger et al., FMS T-34: “Terrain Factors in the Russian Campaign,” 25–29; Paul, Panzer-General Walther K. Nehring, 113.

24. Kluge fought on the western front during World War I and was seriously wounded at Verdun in 1918. Mitcham, Hitler’s Field Marshals and Their Battles, 295.

25. Hürter, Hitlers Heerführer, 231. Conferencing with the staff of Fourth Army, Brauchitsch said, “The Russian will conduct the war by all possible means [Krieg mit allen Mitteln]: Gas, spoiling of stores, and contamination of wells” (Ibid., 231 [n. 139]).

26. Lewis, Forgotten Legions, 131–32. Of course, plans for war against Soviet Russia were a closely guarded secret, in the field known only to top commanders, like Kluge, and a small number of staff; thus, while the Landser no doubt had their own thoughts and suspicions—and, of course, the wildest rumors abounded, including a potential advance into Iran or India—they would not learn the purpose of their training until just hours before launch of the Barbarossa campaign.

27. Still, it would be false to imply that Germany’s political and military leadership actually did their “due diligence” in their preparations for the eastern campaign, for it is now apparent they did not—despite the unprecedented scope of the challenge presented by Operation Barbarossa. It is astounding that Germany’s overall armaments production (weapons and ammunition) in the second year of the war hardly increased at all, whereas the Soviet Union and Great Britain almost doubled, and the United States tripled, their armaments production. Moreover, increases in production that were achieved were largely due to draconian cutbacks in the output of ammunition—cutbacks that would affect German operations in the east as early as August 1941 and seriously so in the fall and winter of 1941/42. By the beginning of the eastern campaign, production of major types of ammunition had, in some cases, been reduced to a fraction of what it had been in mid-1940. For example, the monthly output of shells for light field howitzers had averaged 1.1 million in mid-1940; in June 1941, production plunged to just 50,000 shells and, in August 1941, to the pathetic figure of 11,000. Manufacture of 81mm mortar shells, which had averaged 1.6 million a month in mid-1940, fell to just 100,000 in June and 62,000 in August 1941. Müller-Hillebrand, Das Heer 1933–1945, Bd. 2, 92.

28. Stahel, Operation Barbarossa and Germany’s Defeat in the East, 112–13.

29. As cited in Walde, Guderian, 115. Paulus had taken part in the exercise as the representative of OKH.

30. Ibid., 116.

31. A Rollbahn, or Panzerstrasse, was a road designated as a main axis of advance for panzer and motorized formations. Normally, foot (marching) infantry divisions were barred from using these “good” roads, which were vital to the forward progress of the mobile units.

32. As cited in Dinglreiter, Die Vierziger, 38.

33. Paul, Panzer-General Walther K. Nehring, 115. From Paul’s account, which lays out Neh-ring’s briefing in very general terms, it does not appear that Nehring divulged the Barbarossa plan to his staff at this time. As for the panzer general, he had become certain that Russia was the target of the impending campaign since his participation in a map exercise led by Guderian in Berlin on 20/21 March. (Gewissheit erhielt er bei einer Planübung, die Guderian am 20. und 21. März 1941 in Berlin abhielt.) Ibid., 103.

34. Hart, Guderian, 72.

35. Guderian, Panzer Leader, 146.

36. Ibid., 149. Apparently, Guderian had made much the same claim for the campaign in the west in 1940—a claim that German historian Roman Töppel (based on his research into the papers of GFM Erich von Manstein) called a “blunt lie.” Email, R. Töppel to C. Luther, 19 August 2024.
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APPENDIX A. EQUIVALENT MILITARY RANKS





APPENDIX B. 2 PANZER GROUP ORDER OF BATTLE (22.6.1941)







APPENDIX C. ORDER OF BATTLE OF A (NOTIONAL) GERMAN PANZER DIVISION (JUNE 1941)












APPENDIX D. 292 INFANTRY DIVISION









APPENDIX E. 2 PANZER GROUP ORDER OF BATTLE (30.9.1941)
































































APPENDIX G. GERMAN ARMY ORGANIZATION AND WEAPONRY (JUNE 1941)
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