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I have left the obvious, essential fact to this point, namely, that it is the Russian Armies who have done the main work in tearing the guts out of the German army.

—Prime Minister Winston Churchill House of Commons, August 2, 1944, “War Situation”

As Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces of the United States of America I congratulate you on the brilliant victory at Stalingrad of the armies under your Supreme Command. The one hundred and sixty-two days of epic battle for the city which has for ever honored your name and the decisive result which all Americans are celebrating today will remain one of the proudest chapters in this war of the peoples united against Nazism and its emulators.

—Memo from Franklin D. Roosevelt to Premier Joseph Stalin, February 6, 1943
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Pavlov’s House is a symbol of the heroic struggle of all defenders of Stalingrad. It will go down in the history of the defense of the glorious city as a monument to the military skill and valor of the guards.

—Lieutenant Juliy Petrovich Chepurin, correspondent for 62nd Army, Stalingrad, October 31, 19421






Chronology

April 5, 1942

Hitler Directive No. 41 on the German offensive in southern Russia

April 24, 1942

Alexander M. Vasilevsky takes over as chief of the Soviet General Staff (formally appointed to the post June 26, 1942)

May 12, 1942

Beginning of the Soviet offensive at Kharkov

May 17, 1942

The Germans counterattack at Kharkov

May 23−24, 1942

Encirclement and destruction of Soviet armies involved in their failed Kharkov offensive

June 28, 1942

Beginning of German offensive (Case Blue) in southern Russia

July 1−4, 1942

Fall of Sevastopol to German Eleventh Army (von Manstein)

July 6, 1942

Voronezh on the Don captured by the Germans

July 9, 1942

German Army Group South command split between Army Group A and Army Group B

July 12, 1942

Formation of “Stalingrad Front” Soviet army group

July 23−24, 1942

German forces take Rostov-on-Don

July 23, 1942

Hitler Directive No. 45 orders simultaneous main offensives on Stalingrad and toward the Caucasus

July 28, 1942

Stalin issues Order No. 227 (“Not One Step Back!”)

August 9, 1942

The Maikop oil fields are captured by the Germans

August 19, 1942

Paulus leads the Sixth Army towards Stalingrad from their positions on the Don Bend

August 23−24, 1942

The Luftwaffe begins carpet-bombing of Stalingrad

August 26, 1942

General Georgy Zhukov appointed deputy supreme commander of the Soviet Armed Forces

September 3, 1942

German troops reach outskirts of Stalingrad

September 10, 1942

The Sixth Army reaches the Volga River and splits the 62nd and 64th Soviet Armies apart

September 12, 1942

Lieutenant General Vasily Chuikov takes command of the 62nd Army

September 13, 1942

Beginning of the battle for Stalingrad city center

September 13−14, 1942

Major General Rodimtsev’s 13th Guards Rifle Division begins its crossing of the Volga into the center of Stalingrad

September 24, 1942

Colonel General Halder replaced by Zeitzler as chief of the Army General Staff

September 24, 1942

Junior Sergeant Pavlov’s “storm unit” of the 42nd Regiment recaptures the “House of Specialists,” beginning the siege of “Pavlov’s House”

September 26, 1942

Most of central Stalingrad in German hands

October 9, 1942

System of dual political-military command in the Red Army (the Institute of Commissars) abolished

October 14, 1942

Climax of the German effort to take Stalingrad

November 8, 1942

Hitler announces in Munich that Stalingrad is in his hands

November 11, 1942

The last major German offensive in Stalingrad (Operation Hubertus)

November 19, 1942

Beginning of the Soviet counteroffensive (Operation Uranus)

November 23, 1942

German Sixth Army plus Axis allies encircled in Stalingrad

November 24, 1942

Hitler orders the Sixth Army to fight on in Stalingrad

November 25, 1942

Beginning of Soviet offensive against Army Group Center (Operation Mars)

November 25, 1942

Beginning of airlift by the Luftwaffe to Stalingrad

November 30, 1942

Paulus promoted to colonel general

December 12, 1942

Beginning of Field Marshal von Manstein’s Operation Winterstorm to rescue the Sixth Army

December 16, 1942

The Soviets launch Operation Little Saturn

December 20, 1942

Operation Mars aborted

December 23, 1942

German relief operation to Stalingrad called off

December 28, 1942

German Army Group A ordered to retreat from the Caucasus

January 8, 1943

Soviets issue ultimatum to the Sixth Army to surrender—but refused

January 10, 1943

Beginning of Soviet operations against the encircled Sixth Army

January 17, 1943

Repeat of Soviet surrender ultimatum—again refused

January 25, 1943

Further Soviet offer of surrender terms—refused

January 30, 1943

Adolf Hitler promotes Paulus to field marshal

January 31, 1943

Surrender of Paulus and the Sixth Army in the southern-central pocket

February 2, 1943

Surrender of remaining German forces in Stalingrad in the northern pocket




Cast of Characters

Author’s note: The following officers’ and other ranks, on both sides, appear in chronological form as the campaign in 1942 progressed. Many would be promoted, as I shall note in the narrative.

GERMAN

Adolf Hitler—German Commander in Chief

Colonel General Franz Halder—Chief of the General Staff, Army High Command

Colonel General Kurt Zeitzler—Chief of the General Staff, Army High Command

Field Marshal Fedor von Bock—Commander, Army Group South

Field Marshal Paul Ludwig Ewald von Kleist—Commander, Army Group A

General Field Marshal Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen—Commander, Luftflotten IV

General Friedrich Wilhelm Ernst Paulus—Commander, Sixth Army

Colonel Wilhelm Adam—Aide-de-camp to General Paulus, Sixth Army

Major General Alexander von Hartmann—Commander, 71st Infantry Division

Lieutenant Colonel Friedrich Roske—Commander, Infantry Regiment 194

Captain Gerhard Münch—Adjutant, Infantry Regiment 194

First Lieutenant Gerhard Hindenlang—Adjutant, Infantry Regiment 194

Sergeant Albert Wittenberg—Pioneer, 50th Infantry Division

SOVIET

Joseph Vissarionivich Stalin—Chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars

General Georgy Zhukov—Deputy Commander in Chief, Red Army

Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev—Military Commissar, Stalingrad Front

Colonel General Andrey Ivanovich Yeremenko—Commander, Southeastern and Stalingrad Fronts

Lieutenant General Vasily Ivanovich Chuikov—Commander, 62nd Army

Lieutenant General Mikhail Stepanovich Shumilov—Commander, 64th Army

Major General Alexander Ilyich Rodimtsev—Commander, 13th Guards Rifle Division

Colonel Ivan Pavlovich Elin—Commander, 42nd Guards Rifle Regiment

Senior Lieutenant Alexei Efimovich Zhukov—3rd Battalion, 42nd Guards Rifle Regiment
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PROLOGUE
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We Bury Our Own

“The most memorable event in my grandfather’s life was, of course, the Battle of Stalingrad. [When he died] he wanted to lie in the ground next to his soldiers.”1 As he talks on the phone, Nikolai Chuikov’s voice suddenly breaks, lost in his memories of the day the citizens came out onto the streets of the city that had decided the fate of the Second World War in Europe, to say farewell to their adopted son.

Nikolai is a direct descendant of one of the greatest military names in Russian modern history, Vasily Ivanovich Chuikov. Every child in the country, and indeed the majority of military history students across the globe, know his name—the commander of the army that saved the “Hero City.” A peasant boy from outside Moscow,2 Chuikov commanded a regiment of revolutionaries at the raw age of nineteen and would eventually rise to become a highly decorated marshal of the Soviet Union. He had led his men of the 8th Guards Army from Stalingrad, through Ukraine and Poland, defeating the best armies Hitler could muster before accepting the Third Reich’s unconditional surrender in Berlin in May 1945.3 A hard, stocky, belligerent man, he was known for an explosive temper. The stick he carries in images from the celebrations at Stalingrad in February 1943 was well known to the backs of many of his subordinates. His own bravery was without question, but one could argue that his carelessness with his men’s lives was perhaps a different matter. His relentless counterattacks in the defense of Stalingrad bled Nazi Germany’s Sixth Army, but also almost wiped out his own. Despite this, after the war, he was beloved. With tousled black hair, deep-set eyes, and a sullen expression only brightened by his gleaming gold teeth, Chuikov’s was a face one certainly remembered.

Joseph Stalin himself wanted this man to command the Soviet Union’s premier formation of the Kiev District in 1949—a barrier to any western attack in the future.4 Elevated to high office in March 1969, Chuikov was sent by First Secretary Leonid Brezhnev to head a four-man delegation to represent the Kremlin at the funeral of fellow warrior and ex-President of the United States Dwight D. Eisenhower in Washington, DC. On a windswept winter’s day by the Volga it was now his turn to be given a soldier’s farewell from the people of the city that had made all this possible.

Chuikov had been ill for some time, his eighty-two-year-old body still ravaged by the shrapnel wounds he’d received in active service fighting the Finns in the Winter War of 1940, as well as the multiple mini-strokes he had suffered in later life. However, it was a heart attack on March 18, 1982, that finally claimed his life. His dying wish was to be buried in the city.5 It was a unique honor, granted by a Kremlin used to burying its generals’ ashes in its own walls within Red Square. The Mamayev Kurgan6 (“Hill of Mamai”) or “Height 102,” one of Chuikov’s most famous command posts during the battle for Stalingrad,7 right on the front line, had been dug into the earth at the city’s highest point. For weeks it had been fought over with artillery, duels, aerial bombing, and brutal hand-to-hand combat. The ancient Tatar burial mound was now a giant memorial complex dedicated to the tens of thousands who had perished there as well as the hundreds of thousands of others who had died in the battle overall. The grassy hill had been scorched black during the fighting, was devoid of vegetation for years after the battle, and remains littered with the detritus of warfare and human bones to this day. When Field Marshal Friedrich Paulus, commander of the German Sixth Army, surrendered at the end of January 1943, his first question of his Red Army captors of the 64th Army had been where was “CP 62”?8 By that he meant the command post on the Mamayev Kurgan.

Bestowed with honors, and twice a hero of the Soviet Union, Chuikov had been heavily involved in the postwar reconstruction of the site in the late 1950s, working alongside the renowned sculptor Evgenii Viktorovich Vuchetich9 to produce a now world-famous memorial complex, the Motherland Calls.10 He was a man who knew his place in the history of the Great Patriotic War, and like many of his contemporaries he ensured that he would be chief among equals when it came to celebrating the heroes of his country’s greatest victory. The giant statue that dominated one of the squares in the Mamayev complex was unmistakably the face of Chuikov, much to the chagrin of his Stalingrad contemporaries.11 He had stolen the show at the complex’s official opening back in October 1967, when the people of the city cried out for him instead of the local politicians to address them. Reluctantly, he was permitted to speak, last: “My brothers, the Stalingradians!” he began, to be met by a tidal wave of shouts and cheers. Now his last wish had been granted: to be buried with his men on Height 102, the commander of the old 62nd Army to lie forever with his troops.

The Kremlin had signed his public obituary celebrating his military and political deeds, with First Secretary Leonid Brezhnev, though himself too ill to attend the funeral, sending his key men from the Central Committee to pay homage alongside local Volgograd Party dignitaries. As the easterly breeze cut through the gathering crowd waiting along the banks of the river, some sitting in trees and atop parked buses to get the best view, the most senior men in the Soviet Union had flown in from Moscow, and now they stood solemnly next to Chuikov’s coffin, lying in state in the Central House of the Soviet Army on Suvorovskaya Square. The head of the KGB, Yuri Andropov, gazed past Chuikov’s family and the honor guard around his coffin, toward the double-fronted glass doors. The crowd was pressing toward the entrance to get a better look. Next to him stood Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, lost in his thoughts. Representing the Soviet Armed Forces was the defense minister Dimitry Ustinov, who amiably talked to the younger man on his right, a rising star of the Party, recently elevated to secretary of the Central Committee—Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev.

Brezhnev had long admired Chuikov, the “Legendary One.” While he himself had made his way up the ladder during the Great Patriotic War as a political commissar, it had not stopped him from inflating his own contribution to the war effort, awarding himself the military honors that commanders such as Chuikov had spilled blood for. Both men had endured an uneasy relationship with Brezhnev’s predecessor as first secretary—Nikita Khrushchev. Brezhnev respected Chuikov’s bluntness, and laughed at the way he had publicly questioned where Khrushchev had been during the fighting in Stalingrad.12 And more importantly, Brezhnev had counted on his support when the time came to oust the erratic leader and take control of the Central Committee himself in 1962. He owed Chuikov.

After a morning of lying in state, it was time. The procession, in step with the Red Army brass band, followed the coffin, now atop a polished metal gun carriage and drawn by an armored car. The cold snap had struck the steppe countryside surrounding the city the week before, blanketing it in snow, with the numbing cold still holding Volgograd in its grip. Moisture rising from the flowing river created an eerie mist along the riverbank, adding to the funereal scene. Chuikov’s family led the way, followed by the Central Committee men, other local dignitaries, a column of young Soviet guardsmen who would carry Chuikov’s coffin, and finally a growing mass of civilians, including hundreds of Stalingrad veterans. The entire route was lined with thousands of residents of the city, standing five deep in some places, all wishing to see the commander’s last journey.

Nikolai Chuikov continued: “My grandfather, of course, remembered and talked about veterans all his life, until the very last days, when, after multiple strokes, he was already very unwell. At his eightieth birthday, a full courtyard of veterans gathered under the windows of his apartment on Granovsky Street in Moscow. He saw them, went down, and they literally clung to him. Then he invited them home in groups to clink glasses with each one. ‘We remembered our dead comrades!’ my grandfather declared, as if addressing ghosts: ‘I will come to you soon.’ It was a moving sight.”13

The procession had arrived at the pathway to the enormous memorial complex, which covered 3.36 square kilometers of the eastern slope of the Mamayev. Before they would reach their destination, the mourners were now faced with a series of terraces to ascend, each with sculptures eulogizing a stage of the battle.14 They began by walking up the 100-meter path, before climbing up the two hundred steps, representing the two hundred days of the battle, which took the cortege and the multitude of followers up to the Avenue of Lombardy Poplars. They were now walking through a circular piazza enclosed by birch trees, giving the mourners a dominating view across the Volga that emphasized how crucial in commanding the high ground this position had been to both sides.

Without stopping, the procession climbed a second set of granite steps past Heroes Square and then through the cavern-like Hall of Military Glory (the Pantheon), built into the hillside, with grass covering its roof. The vaulted ceiling, marbled floor, and brick walls of the hall created a deliberate reverential atmosphere. In the light of the large, eternal flame, they could see the paneled walls where more than seven thousand of the fallen names were inscribed, a fraction of the battle’s death toll. How many faceless comrades had disappeared into the fires of the battle? Following a pathway winding its way up the side of the Pantheon took the mourners into the Square of Sorrow. Now, as the mourners blinked into the natural light, there she was! Seemingly towering sixty meters above them stood the giant statue of the Motherland Calls, sword in her hand, pointing toward the west, dominating the skyline. The wind blew in from the east over the Volga, against the backs of the mourners. Flakes of snow began to fall. They were almost there.

The young guardsmen came to a halt. A murmur now rose from the throng behind them, as dozens of elderly men emerged from the crowd. Some were in their old olive-drab dress uniforms from their service days, others in their smartest civilian dark suits. All were festooned with medals, buffed and dazzling in the wintry light, and hanging from their ribbons in three, sometimes four rows, stretching in some cases from their collar lapels down as far as their last jacket button, showcasing a lifetime of service to the Motherland. The unsung heroes of the 62nd Army, silent and dignified.

Quietly they made their way alongside the young coffin bearers, now standing stock still, and stepped in to replace them. They were the survivors of the 62nd Army, who had fought for Chuikov, beaten the finest modern army of its day, and driven it back to Berlin. They would carry their commander to his final resting place on the eastern slopes of the mound. A dozen formed up, flanking the coffin, with a man at the front to lead the way and another bringing up the rear. Another group would walk behind them to step in should one, or all, become unable to carry the load. Their faces betrayed nothing other than grim determination to carry out their task, though they walked slowly, much slower than the younger guardsmen whom they had replaced minutes earlier. The atmosphere was now charged as they brought their old general to his final resting place and the ceremonial music filled the air. The leader of the pallbearers turned his head back toward his men and let out a command. The procession came to a sudden halt. Two men stepped out of line and were replaced in order that the coffin be held securely—perhaps, more than the physical exertion itself, the ceremony had been too much for them. They stepped back into the crowd, one wiping his brow with his jacket sleeve. His old comrades surrounded him, squeezing his arm and patting his head in thanks.

The band had stopped playing. As family and dignitaries formed up, Marshal Kulikov, commander in chief of Warsaw Pact Forces, now stepped forward to give the farewell speech from a grateful nation and Party. Chuikov’s wife, Valentina Petrovna, and extended family stood alongside local Party bosses and the veteran sniper and hero of the Soviet Union Vasily Zaitsev.15 A friend of the family, Zaitsev reached to comfort Petrovna, pointing back down the hill toward the giant statue in the circular piazza, of a bare-chested giant clutching his PPSh-41 machine gun in one hand and a hand grenade in the other, guarding the entrance to the square they had just walked through.16 The statue’s face uncannily resembled the granite features of her husband in his prime, during the battle of 1942, his slogan declaring, “Stand to the Death!”

* * *

After four hours, it was time to lay Chuikov to rest. The final eulogies were spoken over his grave. Shots rang out as volley fire broke the silence in tribute. The local police had tried to keep the public back a respectful distance, but as the family and officials returned to their cars, the onlookers broke ranks to quietly make their way to the graveside to pay their own tribute in silence.

“To the heroes of the Battle of Stalingrad,” a lone voice proclaimed.

The snow turned heavier as mist now shrouded from the mourners’ view the dense forests on the eastern bank of the Volga. As the ordinary citizens walked back into the city center shielding themselves from the biting wind, the derelict monument of a red-bricked four-storey warehouse loomed in the distance. It had been the scene of what they had all been taught over the years was one of the final defensive redoubts of Chuikov’s army as it clung to the western shore during the battle. Standing nearby was a series of modern apartment blocks overlooking the large open park—9th January Square. One apartment block in particular was pointed out by parents to their children as they walked by, the place where a small band of Chuikov’s men had performed superhuman heroics to thwart the German Army’s push to the river and capture the city—“Pavlov’s House.”




Introduction


The square of combat and the house
at 61 Penzenskaya Street



It is another crisp, winter’s morning in Volgograd. I am walking along the Volga near to the Panorama Museum, which overlooks the great river and whose exhibits tell the story of the Battle of Stalingrad. A restored T-34 tank stands sentinel at its gates. To the right of the main entrance, hidden from view behind large double-ironed gates, is a two-storey modern building housing the museum’s archives. I am spending the week there as a guest to research the oral testimonies of Red Army survivors of the battle. Just as at Chuikov’s funeral, the wind whips into my face. Great clouds of steam rise off the icy flow of the river. I have been walking for an hour or so, taking in the places by the embankment in the central sector, reminded everywhere I turn that I am standing in what was once a major battlefield. The Central Landing, overlooking the Volga, is a stone’s throw away from the museum, and to a Russian means just as much as Omaha Beach in Normandy might to an American. Now standing on the shoreline, I am enveloped by the icy mist. I look back toward the embankment wall towering approximately nine meters over me. All residents of the city today know this wall, a former salt pier, on which a Red Army guardsman belonging to the 13th Guards Rifle Division daubed Russian words in tar in 1943 that translated read: “Here they stood to death, Rodimtsev’s Guardsmen, having defended, they conquered death!” Just one of dozens of tributes, statues, gardens of remembrance, and squares that are dotted throughout the city to remember the fallen.

I want to inspect a large public square and a particular building nearby, one which has held my imagination since as a boy I read of the ferocious battle fought here in the Second World War. Like the city itself, since the death of Stalin and the later fall of Communism, the street I am walking down has been renamed. It is now Sovetskaya Street. The building I am looking for, Number 39, lies in the heart of the city of Volgograd, a modern, four-storey apartment block nestled close to a busy road that runs along the central section of the Volga. One end of the block overlooks Lenin’s Square to the west, while the other, to the east, is a stone’s throw from the museum. Next to the museum sits the impressively ruined shell of the famous Gerhardt’s Mill, maintained today as it was left after the bitter fighting for the city in 1942−43. Unlike its historic neighbor, the well-maintained yellow-fronted apartment complex was the first to be rebuilt from the ruins in 1943 and put to good use for the inhabitants. To passers-by it is an ordinary, though quite smart, residential building designed in the style of the city’s prewar architecture. As I walk along the street, keeping the river to my right, I quickly spot what I have been hoping to see, revealed red brick, in stark contrast to the building’s autumnal yellow, almost clinging to its corner and side. Carved into the brick, a message in Russian reads (in translation): “In this building fused together heroic feats of warfare and of labor. We will defend / rebuild you, dear Stalingrad!”

I walk the length of the building taking in its dimensions, recreating in my mind’s eye how it would have been garrisoned as a mini-fortress during the bitter house-to-house fighting, its many windows bricked up and used as firing points, the entrances to the cellars below which sheltered the Soviet defenders from German bombardments and armored attacks.

Dominating the entrance to the rear of Lenin’s Square is a huge stone mausoleum, built in the Soviet modernist style. A semicircular series of columns at its center overlooks a series of flower beds and a memorial wall. A two-dimensional figure of a Red Army soldier, again in the classic Soviet modernist style, is chiseled into the wall, a guardian to the house behind it. Below the figure, taking up almost the entire width of the memorial wall, is a list of the defenders of this house. Pavlov’s House. Perhaps the most famous house in the Battle of Stalingrad.

There is a passion for the Battle of Stalingrad. It is seen by many as the key European battle of the Second World War. As the historian John Erickson concludes:


By the end of the Stalingrad campaign Germany and its Axis allies on the Eastern Front had suffered casualties of a million and a half dead, wounded and captured. Nearly 50 divisions—almost the whole of five armies—had been lost. … The Soviet victory at Stalingrad was the turning point in the war on the Eastern Front and the Eastern Front was the main front of the Second World War.1



Across the old Soviet Union, and specifically Putin’s Russia today, the victory in the city named after the old dictator represents the turning point in the Great Patriotic War of 1941−45. The sacrifices made, the casualties suffered in the war, and the victory gained in its most famous battle define modern Russia.2 The United States of America suffered 419,000 killed in action after it entered the war at the end of 1941. The United Kingdom sustained a higher figure of 451,000 dead. The Soviets suffered more than 27,000,000 dead. From the fall of Crete in May 1941 to the invasion of Italy in September 1943 the Red Army was the only force engaged in battle with the bulk of German forces on European soil.3 Putin’s own elder brother perished in the siege of Leningrad and his father was severely wounded in 1942 defending the city. Like millions of his fellow countrymen, Putin has a deep, personal connection with and a passion for the conflict, which extends to the war’s greatest battle and the Red Army’s finest victory. There it resisted Hitler’s plans for the conquest and occupation of the Soviet Union’s vital oil fields in the Caucasus, the capture of its vital supply route on the Volga River, and the splitting of the country in two.

President Putin has visited what is now Volgograd4 many times, often for official events, such as to commemorate the seventy-fifth anniversary of the victory on February 2, 2018. He always makes time to speak and be photographed with veterans, often at the Panorama Museum. It is part publicity to link Putin’s nationalist platform to Russia’s greatest battle, but also to reinforce the Soviet cult of the Great Patriotic War itself, where every action, sacrifice, death, and of course victory is justified and venerated. Perhaps, like Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Gorbachev, and Yeltsin before him, Putin recognizes the acclaim Stalin himself achieved in his postwar years, both at home and abroad, as a direct result of the victory at Stalingrad.5

The Russian president evokes these memories to cement his position as a strong leader, in much the same way as Joseph Stalin, seeing the country through difficult times, both economic and political. Wrapping himself in the Russian flag and celebrating the wartime deeds of his forebears guarantees him a strong base of support with patriotic Russians of all generations. At the time of editing this book in the spring of 2022, when relations between Russia and the West are as low as at any time since the end of the Cold War, over Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, this domestic support (or suppression of any internal criticism) is even more critical. “Victory in Europe Day” is Russia’s second biggest national holiday, and in a recent poll6 Russians voted the victory at Stalingrad ahead of the defense of Moscow in 1941 and the subsequent victory at Kursk in 1943 as the most important event in the Second World War.

There are certain cities, fortresses, buildings, and people that are sacrosanct to the official Russia storyline that predates Putin’s rise to power; their reputations evolved during the Second World War and have been burnished ever since: the defense of the Brest Fortress (in what is now Belorussia) in the early days of Operation Barbarossa in 1941; the heroism of the citizens of Leningrad, besieged, bombed, and starved for 872 days; and the men of the Red Army who would ultimately capture the biggest prize of Berlin in May 1945. The desire to venerate this collective and individual effort and link it to current events has always been paramount. This was achieved through powerful use of Soviet propaganda at the time and has been maintained in the postwar years. Stalingrad was and is the ultimate touchstone for any Russian leader—it is to the country what Dunkirk is for the British, the Alamo7 is to Americans, or Verdun8 is to the French. But the mythologizing of the struggle for Stalin’s city can sometimes distort the true history, which in itself is unambiguously heroic.

Of the catastrophic losses in Russian lives during the course of the Second World War, sixteen million of them were civilians, and more than seven million between the ages of nineteen and twenty-five. Practically every Soviet family was left mourning a loved one. In European Russia, seventy-eight thousand cities, towns and villages were destroyed, and the nation’s transport and communication infrastructure was devastated. But Stalingrad, at an enormous cost in human life, broke the cycle of continual German victories, thus ensuring that it was now a case of when and not if the Allies would eventually defeat the Nazis. But the cost to the Russian forces was enormous, as Brandon M. Schecter concluded in The Stuff of Soldiers:


By war’s end, 11,273,026 were permanently lost and 34,476,700 had been drafted (on average there were about 11 million persons in uniform every year). … The army at the front had gone through 488 percent of its average monthly strength from 1941 to 1943. In other words, it had been rebuilt five times.9



Though the German summer offensive commenced in July 1942, the battle for the city itself raged from early September to February 2, 1943. It would end with the annihilation of arguably the Wehrmacht’s most experienced formation, the Sixth Army.10 This powerful force had been at the vanguard of the conquest of the Low Countries and France in 1940 and the initial invasion of Russia in June 1941. From their destruction at Stalingrad, the German forces and their Axis allies in the east would be on the defensive, and the Red Army, previously thought a spent force, would grind inexorably westward toward Berlin. As John Erickson surmises in The Road to Stalingrad: “If the battle of Poltava in 1709 turned Russia into a European power, then Stalingrad set the Soviet Union on the road to being a world power.”11 The five-month-long battle was a culmination of Hitler’s summer offensive to strike south toward Russia’s oil fields in the Caucasus with more than a million troops, catching Stalin and his military council Stavka12 by surprise, given that they expected the Germans to repeat their direct assault on Moscow. Weeks of bloodletting through the high summer of 1942 (as the Red Army frantically threw in its reserves to stem the advance of the German Army Group South) would ultimately lead to the banks of the Volga River, the arterial transport route of the country—and the city—with a Communist showpiece on its shoreline that was now a giant wartime factory.

German forces reached the Volga north of Stalingrad on August 23 and established defensive lines around the city before launching coordinated attacks. The Luftwaffe would reduce vast areas of the city to rubble and kill thousands of civilians. From September 13 onward, a weakened Red Army did its utmost to defend within the city vital strongholds that would become legendary—the Grain Elevator, the Barrikady Gun Factory, the Tractor Factory, and Railway Station No.1—but against relentless German armored and infantry assaults the Red Army was pushed back until it clung to a few narrow bridgeheads.

Casualties on both sides were staggering as hundreds of thousands of troops fought tooth and claw, with incessant artillery and aerial bombardments adding to the inferno. The Germans’ field-gray tunics were so coated with dust and debris that they were often mistaken for Russian khaki. Rattenkrieg—“Rat’s War”—became the Sixth Army’s cynical nickname for their bloody struggle to advance street by street, house by house, room by room, and beneath the city streets itself, in the sewers. By late September, three weeks into the battle, the Red Army had switched tactics to tie down greater numbers of Germans, bleed their strength, and neutralize their superior aerial and armored firepower, with their troops “hugging their enemy” to maximize German casualties and deter artillery and aerial strikes.

Such fighting would herald the use of Russian storm groups comprising teams of between four and eight men, armed with grenades, machine guns, bayonets, and even sharpened spades, to clear out a building before being heavily reinforced to repel enemy counterattacks and set the building up as a mini fortress. Several of these could turn a weakened defensive line into a deadly killing ground. And so it was that a five-man team from the 42nd Guards Regiment, a Soviet “Band of Brothers,” that belonged to the 13th Guards Rifle Division, was ordered to retake an apartment block that overlooked a vital section of the Russian lines within the center of the city, which had been viciously fought over since the start of the battle. The storm group was led by a twenty-four-year-old junior sergeant, Yakov Fedotovich Pavlov. Of peasant stock, from Novgorod Oblast in northwest Russia, he was renowned both for his rather dandyish fur cap and his tenacity in defense against overwhelming odds.

The fight for the city center would see two key opposing units come to the fore in Stalingrad. The German 71st Infantry Division, commanded by Major General Alexander von Hartmann, like many others, would be destroyed in the fight for the city, but not before it was involved in ferocious combat with an equally legendary formation—the 13th Guards Rifle Division of Major General Alexander Rodimtsev. Both men would lead their respective formations against one another in five months of bitter fighting for the heart of the city itself. The stories we read today of the savage, almost medieval combat both sides meted out in this house-to-house struggle are what makes the Battle of Stalingrad so appealing to historians like myself. One such story focuses on Pavlov, who has since been elevated to quite a unique position; I will discuss his story with fresh insight and testimonies from other men who fought alongside him.

Junior Sergeant Pavlov’s storm group that took control of the building knew their position now protruded from their lines into German territory—affording their artillery spotters excellent positions to bring down accurate salvos on the enemy as they formed up to launch dawn attacks each day. The building also provided cover for one of the crossing points over the Volga where a landing platform had been constructed for troops and supplies to be funneled to the front line. Whoever held it controlled the bridgehead. The building would be continually attacked by German infantry and armor, and bombed from the air, even as the garrison was continually reinforced, with men and materiel, and casualties mounted.

Although strewn with the dead and dying, compared to the main event, this was a relatively insignificant battle. Once it was reported in a local newspaper during the continuing battle, however, Pavlov would become a legend and the actual events would have a new storyline inspired by the writers working for the political section of the Red Army,13 a storyline that has little to do with reality but is accepted as fact to this day. The building on the Volga was christened “Pavlov’s House” by the Soviet press, who lionized the peasant fighter’s spirit as typical of the Frontoviki14 on the front line of the Motherland’s greatest test yet against the fascist invader. In reality, the position was code-named the “Lighthouse.”

Eager to dull the reality that the Germans occupied 90 percent of the city by mid-November, the Soviets desperately required stories that would suggest the exact opposite.15 Their reporters on the ground now wrote articles praising the heroics of Stalingrad civilians and the defending Red Army. The first mention of “Pavlov’s House” appeared in the 62nd Army’s newspaper Stalin’s Banner on October 31, 1942, before being heralded after the battle in a social movement of reconstruction. The combatants were named in the Banner story, their ethnic origins praised, a multicultural melting pot of the Soviet Union, and artistic license was taken with the timeline of events. The piece was popular among local troops needing a feel-good story, but soon it was elevated to national status, with a similar article appearing in Pravda16 on November 19, 1942, the day Operation Uranus, orchestrated by General Georgy Zhukov, set in train the encirclement and ultimate destruction of the German Sixth Army. Later the story was recounted on national radio.

Once victory had been achieved at Stalingrad, there was international celebration, with widespread praise for the Soviets. The Daily Mail 17 proclaimed on its front page: “Stalingrad Army Wiped Out,” while across the Atlantic the New York Times heralded the destruction of “the flower of Adolf Hitler’s army … [with] Axis casualties on the Volga since last Fall to [be] more than 500,000 in dead and captured alone.”18 At the Tehran Conference in November 1943, Prime Minister Winston Churchill presented on behalf of King George VI the “Sword of Stalingrad,” inscribed “From a grateful British people” to Joseph Stalin.19

Socialist realism was the official government-approved style of art—in all its forms—that dominated Soviet Russia from the days of Lenin in the 1920s all the way through until nearly the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War in the 1990s. Writers, artists, sculptors, poets, and filmmakers all came under its sphere of influence in order to perfect the socialist ideal of life in the country. A key element of this doctrine was the embellishment of truth in order to support whatever Party line was taken. What would happen after the Battle of Stalingrad, to report the story of the defense of one house as a metaphor for the suffering of the city and of Russia itself, fit perfectly into the socialist realism policy.

This apocalyptical fight came to life on screen as soon as 1943 with the release of the “official” government propaganda epic The City That Stopped Hitler: Historic Stalingrad, directed by Leonid Varlamov and narrated by the voice of the country’s iconic radio broadcaster Yuri Levitan.20 Stalin was the star, naturally, armed with an almost Napoleonic grasp of tactics and beloved by his troops and generals, making the key decisions to guarantee victory for a grateful nation.21 That final part probably was indeed art imitating life in the totalitarian society that was postwar Russia and behind the “Iron Curtain” that had descended across Eastern Europe. But the sacrifices of Russia’s people and its Red Army had been lauded across the globe up until that point. In France alone more than 150 streets or avenues were renamed after Stalingrad as the Communists won control in local elections from Lille to Cannes, and Bordeaux to Grenoble. A station on the Paris Metro was named after Stalin’s city, and a square in the 19th arrondissement of the French capital was titled Place de la Bataille-de-Stalingrad.

There had been a wealth of reporting on the front line of the Eastern Front during the fighting, as Russia’s finest writers donned olive drab to serve in the Red Army and produce for their official daily newspaper, Red Star, what in any other country would have been award-winning prose.22 But, as with Western writers and correspondents, sharing a trench with like-minded colleagues fostered a desire to tell the truth as they witnessed it—good or bad.

Vasily Grossman was one such writer. A chemical engineer originally from Ukraine, he had joined up in late 1941 after hostilities began and would report on the major battles right up until the capture of Berlin in 1945. His twelve articles—some of which will be referenced later in this narrative—earned him the respect of the ordinary Red Army soldier. He captured their lives on the front line and in battle, and Stalingrad was to be the pinnacle of his war. The lives he brought to life on the page would go on to inhabit his fictional prose also, especially his finest novel, Life and Fate, which he completed in 1959. The honesty of his narrative describing the weaknesses of Stalin’s performance in the war meant predictably that the novel would be dubbed “anti-Soviet” by the authorities and never see the light of day. Grossman died in 1964 of cancer. In 1980 his seminal work would be smuggled out of Russia and finally published to great acclaim,23 thus pushing Stalingrad into Western audiences’ consciousness as a popular subject.

As the Cold War developed, in Communist-led countries, parks, factories, housing estates were all renamed or newly constructed to celebrate the pivotal victory. Around the world, plays about the Great Patriotic War were performed to packed houses. By the 1970s, as relations between the Soviet Union and the West were thawing, two major documentary series gave due credit to the terrible cost Russia had paid to defeat Hitler. They both combined the strategic overview with the personal experience of a variety of eyewitnesses to the critical events. The multi-award-winning twenty-six-part chronicle of the conflict The World at War was released in 1973, narrated by Sir Laurence Olivier and with a whole episode given over to Stalingrad. It was at the time the most expensive documentary series ever produced. In 1978, Hollywood legend Burt Lancaster fronted an American answer to its British-made predecessor; a twenty-part series focusing only on the Great Patriotic War itself, with Lancaster filmed by the Volga recounting the brutal, epic nature of the fighting.24

In the more than thirty years since the end of the Cold War, the battle has been dramatized to audiences of millions. In 2011 the BBC produced a flagship adaptation of Life and Fate,25 and three films, including the Hollywood blockbuster Enemy at the Gates, have given audiences a taste of the scale of destruction that was wrought on the city. And historians have also analyzed and appraised the battle, with Antony Beevor’s international bestseller Stalingrad, David M. Glantz’s Stalingrad trilogy, and perhaps one of the best recent titles to capture the last original voices, Stalingrad: The City That Defeated the Third Reich by Christopher Tauchen and Jochen Hellbeck.

Pavlov’s House has radically evolved in the reporting from the defense of one single building as chronicled in a Red Army newspaper, to becoming embedded in modern Russian folklore and elevated as a cornerstone of not only the battle but the entire Great Patriotic War itself. It would be then used as a symbol for a local movement of women and young pioneers to rebuild Stalingrad, which itself became a national story that would inspire similar groups in every town and city across Russia that had been damaged or destroyed by the war.26 Sergeant Pavlov would become the poster boy of the movement, and his image is recognized by new generations in the twenty-first century.

There is a “Pavlov’s House” level in the multimillion-dollar Play-Station franchise Call of Duty (complete with Junior Sergeant Pavlov himself), thus teaching the next generation (my teenage son among them), an erroneous version of the battle’s story. In 2018, on the seventy-fifth anniversary of the victory, while on his state visit to Volgograd, President Putin stood alongside a specially selected group of students (“Victory Volunteers”) to launch a nationwide, interactive, educational video game, funded by a presidential grant, which took the viewer on a virtual reality tour of the key places in the Battle of Stalingrad, including Pavlov’s House.27

The Lighthouse of Stalingrad looks at the legend of this building, seen through the eyes of those men and women who inhabited 61 Penzenskaya Street. With the death of Stalin in 1953 came a relinquishing of government censorship, ushered in by his successor Nikita Khrushchev, and veterans were invited by the Panorama Museum’s director to submit their personal stories, wherever they had fought in the city and whatever their rank. The vast majority of these testimonies have remained untouched for decades in the archives, but they vividly capture the many iconic moments of the battle, and also offer up a unique insight into what these men and women were experiencing. Yes, there was a degree of Soviet censorship in terms of the language used and what memories people felt safe to put down on paper, but nevertheless, these testimonies make for fascinating reading.

Against the backdrop of the overall campaign itself in 1942−43, and the many voices I will introduce, I will analyze the legend of Junior Sergeant Pavlov and the key figures for the fighting in the city center. The truth is in some cases quite different from what Pravda and other Soviet media handlers wanted the Russian public to know. To be clear, this was still a prolonged fight for a key position on the battlefield, and Pavlov himself was a brave, highly decorated soldier who would be seriously wounded three times by war’s end. But the story developed a life of its own both during and after the Great Patriotic War.

The facts that have been accepted since 1943 are these: the garrison was a small “band of brothers” who were a perfect cultural mix of eleven ethnic groups drawn from across the Soviet Union and fought off overwhelming odds for fifty-eight straight days, killed hundreds of the enemy, and were commanded by Pavlov. Such was the significance of the building to the overall fighting in the battle that Field Marshal Paulus even had it marked up on Sixth Army maps. This is the official story that all Russians are aware of and indeed has been repeated in countless histories of the battle. Yet this narrative is not accurate, and the real story is far more revealing about the individuals involved, the timeline of events, and the fate of those who survived. And then there is the question of the role of Pavlov himself.

Pavlov’s fame was guaranteed by press recognition and then a high-level endorsement from his old commander of the 62nd Army, Marshal Chuikov, in 1945 and from his own divisional commander, the hero of the 13th Guards Rifle Division, Major General Alexander Rodimtsev. Both men repeated the Pravda storyline in their own memoirs published in the 1960s. Needing living heroes to elevate, a grateful Soviet leadership generously rewarded Pavlov with their highest military honors: the Hero of the Soviet Union, the Order of Lenin, two Orders of the Red Star, and numerous other medals. After the war, he joined the Communist Party, was elected to political office, and maintained a high profile within the Party and across the country.28 This would be in sharp contrast to the men from his company (many of whom were killed in the siege and in subsequent later operations within the city), whose story has never been told, nor their actions rewarded. Indeed, there is currently a campaign by local historians in Volgograd to have Pavlov’s House renamed for the real commander who held the garrison together but who was severely injured and later invalided out of the army. His story will be told in these pages.

With the upcoming eightieth anniversary of the battle, what will no doubt be the final gathering of veterans will take place. As few as they are, they will travel from all parts of Russia and rightly be given pride of place at various events. Amid international media attention and military ceremony, Volgograd, as it has for the past eight years, will revert to its wartime name of “Hero City Stalingrad”29 to celebrate a great victory and commemorate the unimaginable losses. As Putin declared in his speech on the previous anniversary, five years before, atop the Mamayev Kurgan complex: “Stalingrad was turned into an invincible, impregnable fortress to halt the progress of Nazism. … Our soldiers turned every street, trench, house, and firing point into a fortress.”

The historian in Putin has seen him publicly express the need for “patriotic education” of the country’s youth and his government issue edicts that historical texts for Russian schools be rewritten and standardized to provide the “true” version of events—branding dissenting interpretations as “anti-Russian.” Since the international success of Anthony Beevor’s Stalingrad in the 1990s, he has sought to methodically limit access to the country’s official archives in Podolsk30 (which Putin’s predecessor Boris Yeltsin had opened) and wholeheartedly engaged in the kind of agitprop31 that used to be the specialty of the country’s zapolity.32 It is the historian’s role to push against any form of censorship when writing about Russian history amid such restrictions.

* * *

This book was derived from research trips I took to Volgograd, Moscow, and Berlin, studying dozens of testimonies of the men who battled in the city and interviewing, among others, the son of Junior Sergeant Pavlov and the grandson of Marshal Chuikov. Incredibly, from the German side, I have discovered an unpublished memoir left by the last German commander of the southern pocket, who housed, protected, and acted as confidant to Field Marshal Paulus during the last fateful days. Combat veteran Major General Friedrich Roske of the 71st Infantry Division was an eyewitness to some of the key moments across five months of battle in the center of the city. Despite countless operations leading his men, he survived the battle. He was awarded a battlefield promotion from Lieutenant Colonel by Paulus during the last days of the fighting. His handwritten memoir has lain dormant for decades, until now, and sheds new light on the German assault into the city that September, the brutal fighting over the following months, and the pivotal last days of Paulus’s command of the Sixth Army. From both sides, this will be a story of heroism, dogged determination against overwhelming odds, and despair as comrades are killed.

The Lighthouse of Stalingrad will, I hope, give an understanding as to why this city at the gateway to Asia was in the path of the German offensive, bring new voices to the established storyline, and specifically reveal the true legacy of the house at 61 Penzenskaya Street.




PART I

[image: image]
BLACK SUMMER
FOR THE RED ARMY
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We had no strength to hold the defence. If we had been given an order to hold out, we would have stayed, but the command preferred to save us. We felt desperation and anger because of our helplessness, and we also wondered: Why do they let us not fight the enemy properly? Why do we keep on withdrawing?33

—Anatoliy Grigoryevich Mereshko, Lieutenant, 62nd Army






CHAPTER ONE
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Rolling the Dice—
The Battle of Moscow 1941


When Barbarossa commences the world will hold its breath and make no comment.

—Adolf Hitler, February 1941



“Today at 4 a.m. … without a declaration of war, Germany attacked our country … Ours is a righteous cause. The enemy shall be defeated. Victory will be ours!’1 The monotone drone of Vyacheslav Molotov, Stalin’s minister of foreign affairs, boomed from Moscow radio across the nation on June 22, 1941. The attack from the west that Stalin had warned the Russian people of in the 1930s was now upon them. His courting of Adolf Hitler over the previous two years, their mutual carving up of Poland in 1939, and his eagerness to remain neutral and supply the German war machine with valuable supplies had led him to ignore the signs of imminent invasion. Millions of Axis troops were now pouring over the border to strike deep into the country as Red Army frontier units were overwhelmed, supply dumps captured, and the air force destroyed.2 Soviet fighters and bombers had been neatly lined up in rows on the runways, giving German pilots easy targets. Command and control centers, communication hubs, and arterial roads running up to the border were targeted and destroyed by the Luftwaffe to maximize the confusion. The slaughter of the first-day attacks would continue as the armored formations of the Wehrmacht surged into the country’s heartland. The Nazi regime’s “Crusade against Bolshevism,” the term coined by the German propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels, was underway.

Blitzkrieg (“lightning war”) had swept all before it across Poland in 1939, France and the Low Countries the following summer, and the Balkans in the spring of 1941.3 Hitler now turned to what had always been his ultimate goal—the destruction of Bolshevik Russia. On July 31, 1940, toward the end of a conference held at his Bavarian retreat in Berchtesgaden to decide the fate of Operation Sea Lion, the invasion of Great Britain, Hitler declared that a showdown with Russia would have to take place the following spring. The intention was to repeat the timetable that had proved so successful in France that summer; speed was of the essence to defeat Stalin’s European armies.

The military planning was delegated by Hitler’s head of the German army Field Marshal Walther von Brauchitsch to his chief of the general staff General Franz Halder at the high command of the armed forces—Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW). Several draft versions were analyzed, discussed, and redrawn until September, when a blueprint was ready, overseen by personnel of the Operations Division under the direction of the new assistant chief of staff, Major General Friedrich Paulus. Over the weeks leading up to Christmas the plan was war-gamed by Paulus’s department, requests by the designated army group commanders were taken in, logistical advisers consulted, plans again revised and then, finally, signed off on.

On December 18, 1940, Hitler was presented with the final draft by Lieutenant General Alfred Jodl, chief of the Armed Forces Operation Staff—code-named Operation Barbarossa.4 Critically, in the draft plans Hitler had ignored the economic concerns raised, which highlighted the issues that would come back to haunt German progress over the next twelve months. Russia’s poor transportation infrastructure would need to be rapidly overhauled. Raw materials and oil reserves in the south would have to be acquired intact. Though advances had been made in domestic production quotas, by 1941 Germany was reliant on Romanian and Russian supplies through trade agreements. The former country would now be Germany’s main ally to invade the latter.

Food production also had to be maintained to avoid the specter of famine. In November Hitler was confronted with the mathematics of supply. His tanks would run out of fuel, food, and ammunition after twenty days of operation once the invasion began. Significantly, this limit of fuel would reduce their scope of advance into Russia to eight hundred kilometers.5 Once they halted, it would take several weeks for the army groups to be replenished and continue their operations along the whole front, while at the same time teams of pioneers would need to adapt the smaller gauges of Russian railway lines as well as ensure that roads were passable for heavy armor and other traffic. In fact, once the invasion was well underway and the army groups were forging into enemy territory, the plunder and enemy supplies they captured would enable the Wehrmacht to continue their advances for longer than their supplies allowed.

With Russian road and rail networks poor to non-existent in southern Russia, the hard facts of resupply would
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