
[image: Illustration]


[image: illustration]


Copyright © 2021 Stewart Binns

The right of Stewart Binns to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published in 2021 by WILDFIRE

an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

First published as an Ebook in Great Britain by WILDFIRE

an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP in 2021

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

Cover photograph: Vladimir Grebnev/RIA Novosti/Topfoto. Colourist: Marina Amaral. Cover design by Jack Storey for Headline Publishing Group.

eISBN: 978 1 4722 7627 8

Map Illustrations © Tim Peters

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


CONTENTS

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Praise for Barbarossa

Also by Stewart Binns

About the Book

Dedication

List of Images

Chronology

Maps

Author’s Note

Preface: The ‘Soul’ of Russia

Introduction: Drawing the Ideological Battle Lines

PART ONE: INVASION

1. A Pact with Satan to Drive out the Devil, August 1939–June 1941

2. Facing the Blitzkrieg, June 1941

3. A Warm Sunny Morning, June 1941

4. Crisis in the Kremlin, June 1941

5. Smolensk, July–September 1941

6. Leningrad: The Great Siege Begins, July–October 1941

7. Leningrad: Starvation, December 1941–January 1944

PART TWO: EXTERMINATION

8. The ‘Brutal Dog’ Let Loose, July 1941

9. Moscow: Enemy at the Gates, October 1941

10. Moscow: ‘Marshal Mud’ and ‘General Winter’, October–December 1941

11. Eyes South, January–June 1942

12. The Fulcrum, June–July 1942

13. Protect the Oil, July–November 1942

PART THREE: THE MOTHER OF ALL BATTLES

14. Stalingrad: The Great Battle Begins, September 1942

15. Stalingrad: Street by Street, House by House, September–November 1942

16. Stalingrad: Victory! November 1942–February 1943

PART FOUR: HELL’S BATTLEFIELD

17. The Turning Tide, March–June 1943

18. Blood and Iron: Kursk, July 1943

19. The Meat Grinder, August–December 1943

20. A Punch in the Guts, August–October 1943

21. Cigars Around the Table, More Death on the Ground, January–April 1944

22. Bagration, April–August 1944

23. The Tragedy of Warsaw, October 1939–January 1945

PART FIVE: GÖTTERDÄMMERUNG

24. The Red Tide, September 1944–February 1945

25. The Juggernaut, January–March 1945

26. Vengeance, April–May 1945

27. Aftermath, May 1945–

Acknowledgements

Witnesses

Endnotes

Select Bibliography

Index


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

[image: illustration]

Stewart Binns began his professional life as an academic before becoming a teacher and a soldier. Later in life, he trained at the BBC and began a successful career in television, during which he won many awards including a BAFTA for his ‘in-colour’ documentary series, ‘Britain at War’. Stewart has since published several fiction and non-fiction books. Barbarossa is his thirteenth book and sixth work of non-fiction.


Praise for BARBAROSSA:

‘This is a truly astounding book, packed with searing hitherto-unpublished testimony about what it was like to endure, and ultimately defeat, the most formidable invasion in the history of mankind’
– Andrew Roberts, author of Churchill: Walking with Destiny
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About the Book

On June 22nd, 1941 the largest military invasion in human history was launched – an attack on the Soviet Union by almost four million men of Nazi Germany’s brutal war machine.

Operation Barbarossa led to the bloodiest military campaign mankind has ever known. The statistics of death and destruction are almost impossible to believe. The cruelty, suffering and destitution it wrought are unimaginable . . . over forty million people lost their lives.

Yet, the real story of the Eastern Front is still not truly understood outside of Germany and Eastern Europe. Little is known of those who suffered in the horror of Hitler’s ‘War of Annihilation’ – the soldiers and civilians of Eastern Europe who fought and died trying to save their homelands and their loved ones.

In Barbarossa, Stewart Binns tells the story of how they lived and survived, and how, once the tide had turned, they exacted an appalling revenge on the Nazi aggressors. This is the story of the bloodiest war in history.


 

 

To the millions of East Europeans of many nationalities who stood in the way of the most brutal assault in modern history.
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1. With Joseph Stalin looking over his shoulder, Soviet Foreign Minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, signs the Nazi-Soviet Pact, Moscow, 23 August 1939. (Niday Picture Library / Alamy Stock Photo)

2. The horrific devastation of Barbarossa. Countless villages are destroyed as the Wehrmacht advances into the Soviet Union in the summer and autumn of 1941. (Sueddeutsche Zeitung Photo / Alamy Stock Photo)

3. With men of the German Einsatzgruppe A looking on, an unnamed Lithuanian nationalist uses a club to beat to death his fellow Jewish citizens in Kaunas, Lithuania, June 1941. The identity of the murderer has never been established definitively, or whether he was the infamous ‘Death Dealer of Kaunas’. The image is thought to have been captured by Wehrmacht photographer, Wilhelm Gunsilius. It may well be a scene from the notorious Lietūkis Garage Massacre. (Bundesarkiv. B 162 Bild-04145)

4. Red Army soldiers captured by the Wehrmacht are burying their dead, Bialystok, Belarus, July 1941. (INTERFOTO / Alamy Stock Photo)

5. The ravine of Babi Yar, Kiev, Ukraine, where 33,771 Jews are murdered in a single operation by Einsatzgruppe C and Ukrainian collaborators, 29–30 September 1941. (CPA Media Pte Ltd / Alamy Stock Photo)

6. The execution of partisan HERO of the Soviet Union, Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya, in the village of Petrishchevo, 55 miles west of Moscow, 29 November 1941. Before her execution she was brutally tortured, but never revealed any information. After her death, her body was put on public display and mutilated. (ITAR-TASS News Agency / Alamy Stock Photo)

7. A German victim of the Red Army’s ‘General Winter’, frozen in the snow, January 1942. (mccool/ Alamy Stock Photo)

8. Burying the dead, the shocking reality of the Siege of Leningrad, the Volkovo Cemetery, 3 February 1942. (ITAR-TASS News Agency / Alamy Stock Photo)

9. A child dead from starvation in the Warsaw Ghetto, Poland. There is no date for the image, but it is likely to have been taken in early 1942. (ITAR-TASS News Agency / Alamy Stock Photo)

10. Red Army riflemen of Colonel General Alexander Rodimtsev’s 13th Guards Rifle Division advance through the rubble of Stalingrad, 16–18 September 1942. (akg-images / Alamy Stock Photo)

11. Under the cover of Soviet Air Force Ilyushin II-2 ground attack aircraft, T34 tanks advance during the Battle of Kursk, July 1943. (ITAR-TASS News Agency / Alamy Stock Photo)

12. A Red Army nurse helps a wounded soldier at the front. Neither a date nor place are recorded. (dpa picture alliance / Alamy Stock Photo)

13. Citizens of Odessa greet a Red Army cavalryman of General Vasili Chuikov’s Eighth Guards Army after the city’s liberation, 10 April 1944. (SPUTNIK / Alamy Stock Photo)

14. A Red Army tank commander leans over the barbed wire of a German concentration camp to greet a prisoner. The camp is not named, and the only date given, is ‘April 1945’. However, the date suggests that it is Ravensbrück, 56 miles north of Berlin, which was liberated on 30 April. Although the camp was a women’s camp, there were a number of male inmates. (akg-images / Alamy Stock Photo)

15. The body of a German woman in an SS armoured personnel carrier, the Battle of Berlin, April 1945. It is not known how she got there, or what were the circumstances of her death. However, it is recorded that the APC was commanded by Captain Hans-Gosta Pehrsson from the elite SS 11th SS-Freiwilligen-Panzergrenadier-Division, ‘Nordland’, a unit which contained many Scandinavian volunteers most of whom perished in Berlin. (mccool / Alamy Stock Photo)

16. A Red Army rifleman with a PPSH-41 Soviet submachine gun walks past a dead SS captain during the Battle of Berlin. The photograph is undated, but as the fighting is clearly over, the date is probably 1 May 1945. (mccool / Alamy Stock Photo)


CHRONOLOGY



	 

	 

	1939




	August

	23

	Germany and the Soviet Union sign the Nazi–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact




	September

	  1

	Germany invades Poland




	 

	  3

	Britain and France declare war on Germany




	 

	17

	Soviet invasion of Poland




	 

	 

	1940




	May

	10

	Germany invades France, Belgium and the Netherlands




	 

	26

	Evacuation begins of Allied troops from Dunkirk, France




	June

	10

	Italy declares war on France and Great Britain




	 

	22

	France surrenders to Germany




	 

	 

	1941




	May

	22

	Operation Barbarossa launched




	July

	  1

	German Army enters Latvian capital, Riga




	 

	10

	Battle of Smolensk begins




	August

	  8

	Battle of Kiev begins




	September

	  8

	Siege of Leningrad begins




	October

	  2

	Operation Typhoon, German advance on Moscow




	 

	18

	Axis Campaign in Crimea begins




	 

	20

	First Battle of Kharkov




	November

	16

	After the Axis invasion of the Crimea, the siege of Sevastopol begins




	December

	  6

	The German advance on Moscow is halted




	 

	 

	1942




	January

	  8

	Several Red Army attempts to push back the Wehrmacht’s Central Front begin




	May

	12

	Second Battle of Kharkov




	June

	28

	Operation Blue, the Axis summer offensive to capture the oilfields in the Caucasus and destroy Stalingrad, begins




	July

	25

	Rostov-on-Don falls to Axis forces; the Battle of the Caucasus begins




	August

	23

	The Battle of Stalingrad begins




	November

	19

	Operation Uranus launched; Romanian and Hungarian armies destroyed; 300,000 Axis troops trapped at Stalingrad




	December

	12

	Operation Winter Storm fails to relieve Stalingrad




	 

	15

	Operation Saturn, a Soviet offensive, destroys the Axis position in the Caucasus and Donbass




	 

	 

	1943




	February

	  3

	Axis forces in Stalingrad capitulate




	 

	16

	Third Battle of Kharkov; Wehrmacht traps overextended Red Army




	July

	  5

	Battle of Kursk, the largest tank battle in history




	August

	  3

	Battle of Belgorod




	 

	23

	Fourth Battle of Kharkov




	 

	26

	Battle of the Dnieper begins




	September

	14

	Third Phase, Battle of Smolensk




	November

	  3

	Battle of Kiev




	December

	24

	The Carpathian Offensive begins




	 

	 

	1944




	January

	18

	The siege of Leningrad lifted




	April

	  8

	Battle of the Crimea




	June

	23

	Operation Bagration; destruction of German Army Group Centre




	August

	  1

	Warsaw Uprising




	 

	20

	Romania and Bulgaria fall to the Allies




	December

	29

	Battle of Budapest




	 

	 

	1945




	January

	12

	Vistula–Oder Offensive




	 

	13

	East Prussian Offensive




	February

	10

	East Pomeranian Offensive




	April

	16

	Battle of Berlin




	 

	30

	Suicide of Hitler




	May

	  7

	Unconditional surrender of Germany in Rheims




	 

	  8

	Unconditional surrender of Germany in Berlin






MAPS

1: The Relentless Onslaught, June–December 1941

2: The Fightback, November 1942–December 1943

3: Stalingrad, June–November 1942

4: Stalingrad, September–November 1942

5: The Battle for Berlin, January–May 1945

6: The Battle for Berlin, 26 April–2 May 1945
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Grappling with the statistics of war is never easy. The mayhem of the battlefield, the traumas of death, injury, desertion and destruction, make it impossible to create accurate numbers for the arithmetic of war. When deep layers of Soviet and Nazi propaganda, and not a little post-war disguise, deception and shame, are added into the equations, the figures become even less reliable. Such was the scale of the war on the Eastern Front, we will never have reliable figures. Pointedly, most of the human statistics of the war – mortality, casualties – are rounded to the nearest million. Inevitably, this lack of definitive evidence has led to wide discrepancies in the historical accounts and not a little of both exaggeration and underestimation. In attempting to steer through this challenge, I have tried to find a considered consensus. However, there is at least one thing that can be stated without fear of contradiction; the dreadful tally of death and destruction, of injury and desolation, beggars belief.

I have also aimed to be consistent with my rendering of the Cyrillic alphabet (the alphabet of several contemporary Eurasian languages, including Russian) into English. There is not one single rule of thumb to be used in translation. However, I have tried my best to follow a standard approach. Where I have erred, I beg my Russian friends for their forgiveness in distorting their language.


PREFACE: THE ‘SOUL’ OF RUSSIA

I first went to Russia, the Soviet Union as it then was, in the summer of 1969. We were four students in a Mini, one of whom, fortunately, was a fluent Russian speaker. Without her, we may never have returned. The visit, with its many escapades and dramas, gave me a host of vivid memories that have stayed with me for over fifty years.

I have been back several times, including recently in researching this book, and have seen the country transformed from a vast Soviet Empire, not far removed from the rigours of Stalinism, to a new, far less idealistic, much more nationalistic, Russian Federation, which is flexing its new muscles on the international stage.

My 1969 visit was a six-week summer adventure that began on the Finnish border, at Vyborg, and ended on the Romanian border, on the Black Sea. It took in Leningrad (now St Petersburg), Novgorod, Moscow, Orel, Kiev and Odessa. They were the heady days of ‘flower power’ and radical student politics in the West, but such things were far removed from the communist strictures and banalities of the Soviet Union.

Our arrival in Vyborg was a real eye-opener. The Finnish side of the Soviet border enjoyed all the accoutrements and comforts of the Swinging Sixties Western lifestyle. But those disappeared immediately as we crossed into a no-man’s-land of tank traps and watchtowers. It was eerie; we saw no people, buildings or vehicles for several miles, just swathes of clear space cut through the dense pine forest. The Soviet border guards we soon encountered in their remote border huts were grim-faced, clearly not enamoured by the arrival of four hippies who had interrupted their midday slumbers.

We were made to eat or throw away all the gorgeous fruit we had bought at Helsinki’s wonderful harbour market. When we offered the guards our fruit, we got a stern, one-word reply: ‘Nyet!’ Our little Mini was all but stripped down and thoroughly searched, which led to much consternation as the more mechanically minded guards lifted the bonnet and pondered over Alec Issigonis’ revolutionary and space-saving transverse engine, with its front-wheel-drive layout.

When we arrived at Vyborg in the gloom of dusk, it looked almost medieval. Peasants in smocks and shawls trudged along the unpaved roads. Street lighting was sporadic and dim, the buildings spartan and crumbling. The police station, where we had to report upon arrival, was full of stony-faced soldiers and even more stern-featured security men. Vyborg was, after all, a grim border town at the epicentre of centuries-old tension and conflict between Finns, Swedes and Russians.

The local campsite, where the only other guests were Russians, was somewhat rudimentary, with a unisex latrine that was no more than an open cesspit with a horizontal tree branch upon which to perch. We were all anxious – what on earth had we let ourselves in for!

But it got better. The days were warm and sunny, and people strolled in the evenings and at weekends in their Sunday best. We experienced the Soviet Union enjoying a brief period of stability and modest prosperity, ushered in by the reforms Leonid Brezhnev had introduced since taking over as Soviet leader, just five years before our inauspicious arrival.

Cynics might say there was little to compare with the amenities and entertainments available in the West. The few cafes that existed stocked little except black bread, dry cakes and pickled gherkins. Fruit must have existed somewhere in a country with vast tracts of fertile land, but it was nowhere to be seen in the northern towns and cities.

Vodka and beer were plentiful and abject drunkenness commonplace; vodka for the men, beer for the women. The fact that the two male members of our quartet, both blonds with long hair down their backs, eschewed the vodka and drank the beer, while the two females drank the vodka, raised many an eyebrow. The alcohol clearly went a long way to ameliorate the sheer drabness of people, places and life in general.

There appeared to be no ‘fashion’, just plain, standard-issue clothing; no neon; virtually no cars, except black limousines for the Party hierarchy; and any personal ‘luxuries’ had been hidden away or sold by their owners long ago.

There were several other revelations, too, some confirming well-known stereotypes. Most of the members of the road gangs were, indeed, women – and women of such proportions that arguing with them about the right of way, or a stop sign, would not have been wise. Similarly, there were cohorts of very large, heavily muscled men walking the streets, who would have found ample employment on the doors of Soho’s clubs and bars. Bespectacled intellectuals, complete with goatee beards and mariner’s caps, bearing more than a passing resemblance to Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov – Lenin – could be found quietly reading heavy tomes in the parks, or on the buses and trains. An equally large group could be seen, heads down in earnest contemplation, grappling with complex openings or endgames, in huge open-air chess gatherings.

There were police everywhere; we had to report to them at every location in which we stayed. We were followed on several occasions and came across large groups of soldiers with seemingly little to do. Although there was a mild aura of oppression, there seemed to be no violence or disruption, save for the many drunks to be found prostrate in the parks, on the streets and in the Metro carriages.

Not everything about Soviet life was negative. Education and medical care were free and of an excellent standard; rents were low, and public transport almost free. Everyone had a job, even if just a token one, like the countless war widows who sat all day at the bottom of the escalators on Moscow’s Metro, its stations a stunning Stalinist architectural achievement designed to embody svet (‘radiance and brilliance’).

We found a few remarkable comforts, even to relatively affluent Western students. Public water fountains were plentiful, each with glasses laid out on shelves, small jets of water to rinse them, and dispensers of fruit juice with which to fill them. The price? Just a kopek, next to nothing. It was the same on the buses, trams and Metro; there were no ticket collectors, just an honesty box for a couple of kopeks. In 1969, one kopek – one-hundredth of a Russian rouble – was worth just over a penny.

Small ice-cream carts could be found on many street corners. The Russians love ice cream. In Soviet days it was said there were only three reasons to travel to the Soviet Union: the ballet, the state circus and ice cream. In the 1930s, the state had decreed that only natural ingredients could be used in the making of ice cream, and the result was a very milky, very delicious treat, served between biscuits and beautifully wrapped in silver foil. The price: three kopeks. Thruppence!

When we left the Soviet Union, across the Danube in what is now Moldova, we travelled through Romania, Bulgaria and Yugoslavia, each of which had its own distinct version of Soviet communism. Romania was perhaps even duller and drabber, but at least it had Castle Dracula. Bulgaria was similarly gloomy, but it had Varna, the Black Sea, and sandy beaches. Tito’s Yugoslavia was far more relaxed, and it had the Adriatic. It also had fruit, and – a little bit of heaven after several weeks of black bread – French fries!

Years later, during my career as a documentary film-maker, my travels took me to many parts of Soviet Eastern Europe and to the Soviet Union. I was able to revisit most of the places I had first visited in 1969, but after their regimes had changed. I had the unnerving experience of walking across Checkpoint Charlie from an affluent, cosmopolitan West Berlin to an all but deserted, and distinctly oppressive, East Berlin. The same night, I wandered down the famous Unter den Linden to the towering Brandenburg Gate. The entire boulevard was devoid of people and bathed in an eerie half-light of sporadic street lighting. Normal life did not seem to exist. Even though this was a major city, where were the bars, cafes, restaurants? More to the point, where were the East Berliners?

The scene made me think about the previous fifty years of history and everything that had happened between Germany and the Soviet Union. East Berlin was still wrapped in a cocoon born of the Second World War; it was an uncanny experience.

A central part of my work was the search for archive films of the twentieth century – especially rare colour film – which took me to Moscow several times. Those treasure hunts, and the friends and colleagues I encountered along the way, made me appreciate several things about the psychology of the Russian people. Not only do they adore their history and take great pride in their achievements, but they also have an impressive intellectual pedigree. Music, literature, art and academic curiosity figure prominently in their lives. Their archives, often stored in somewhat tired buildings, are kept immaculately, and the information needed to make use of their content is meticulously recorded. The procedures involved in working in Russia can be somewhat bureaucratic, but, unlike in many countries, at least there are procedures. Moreover, there is no shortage of devoted historians, translators and lovers of old film, willing and eager to assist with extremely diligent research.

By the 1980s, the cracks in the edifice of Soviet communism were as wide as Red Square, and its satellite states were in a sorry state of downtrodden resentment. I remember being in Sofia in 1987. After a goodbye lunch of clear, greasy soup enhanced by a few slivers of mutton – and, yes, accompanied by black bread – we toured the city as my hosts tried to buy me a bottle of excellent local wine as a present to take home. Alas, and to their considerable embarrassment, we were unable to find even a single bottle in the entire city. Bulgaria was at that time the fourth largest exporter of wine in the world, and yet none was available in the humble shops of its capital city. Bulgaria had been an ally of Germany during the war, but it was currently existing in quite stifling and straightened circumstances, under the dominance of Moscow. It was impossible to see the country as anything but a beleaguered child of the Second World War.

Russia and Eastern Europe are quite different places now – and, sadly, in Russia, they eat the same ice cream as the rest of the world. Although much of the Soviet Empire was lost in the wake of its collapse in 1991, the new Russian Federation is still a vast state, much of it remote and still beset by rural poverty. Even in the cities, massive swathes of poorly built residential tower blocks are the norm, where modest lives are lived in stark contrast with the enormous wealth of those who have benefitted from the country’s vast reserves of oil and gas. Decades of state socialism have been replaced by an unbridled clamour for wealth under the watchful eye of Vladimir Putin.

Moscow’s streets swarm with luxurious cars; restaurants and bars abound, full of bright young things, eating and drinking well, where pasta, pizza and American steaks have supplanted borscht and stroganoff. Long gone are the black bread and pickled cucumbers; the shops are now full of every delicacy, the finest Swiss watches and the latest designer clothes and handbags.

But through all the changes in modern Russian history – from medieval tsars to communist dictators; from Gorbachev to Yeltsin to Putin; through revolutions, wars and purges; in suffering and in death – the Russian people have remained the same.

Theirs is a long and complex history. It is the story of a vast and diverse continental empire stretching across half the globe – an empire of multiple nationalities, cultures and languages – rather than the story of a unified nation. It reflects the ethnic mix of the many peoples who have crossed the wide expanses of ‘Mother Russia’. The original Slavs came from the east, but the ninth and tenth centuries saw Viking migrations from the north, along the country’s huge rivers, bringing trade and new rulers who held sway from the Baltic to the Black Sea. The trade routes established links to the Byzantine Empire and opened Russia to the rest of the world. In the thirteenth century, the Mongols invaded, destroying many cities, including Kiev and Moscow, before eventually being expelled by Ivan the Great, whose grandson became the first Tsar of Russia in 1547.

The harsh climate and environment in which they live, and the many adversities they have faced over the centuries, have made the Russian people resolute and, at times, taciturn. But beneath the rugged facade, which visitors may see as cheerless, even rude, there is genuine warmth, a generosity, and a strong belief in the common good. It is not a communist vision of the ‘common good’ – although it formed part of the people’s ready acceptance of socialism – but more a collective willpower, a belief in the strength of the culture and traditions of Mother Russia. They call it the ‘soul’ of Russia, and it is expressed in its music, dance, literature and architecture. Many have searched for Russia’s soul, including Gogol and Tolstoy. Dostoevsky said of it, ‘It’s frightening how free a Russian man’s spirit is, how strong is his will!’

Such generalisations veer towards stereotypes, but they are more revealing than the harsh perceptions frequently held in the West, derived from the Cold War and the autocracy of Vladimir Putin. Overall, regardless of what their leaders have desired, the Russian mentality has shown itself not to be aggressive. It is passive, even fatalistic. The Russian people are stoics, not warmongers.

But when threatened, their collective will imparts great strength; their soul allows them to endure and to resist. These are the qualities they brought to bear in their enormous struggle during the Second World War, empowering them to survive and, ultimately, to win the bloodiest war in history.

I have grown fond of the Russian ‘soul’. This book is, in part, my homage to those intangible phenomena that define it.

Stewart Binns


INTRODUCTION: DRAWING THE IDEOLOGICAL BATTLE LINES

This account of the extraordinary events that took place on the Eastern Front of the Second World War, between 1941 and 1945, will examine the conflict exclusively from the point of view of those who faced the German onslaught, both combatants and non-combatants. Whether they be Russian, or one of the many other nationalities drawn into the fight, it will be their letters, diaries and first-hand accounts that will underpin this book’s narrative.

The story of the Eastern Front is not well known outside contemporary Russia and Germany. The Western nations were only indirectly involved, and their historians have tended to concentrate on the events that involved Britain, the USA and their Commonwealth allies, rather than the war in the east. There are some notable exceptions, the horrors of the Battle of Stalingrad being one such example. However, even in most accounts of that almighty battle, the central focus has been on the catastrophic defeat of the Wehrmacht, Germany’s forces, rather than the heroic victory of the Red Army of the Soviet Union.

It is important to put the enormous conflict on the Eastern Front into the broader perspective of Russia’s recent history. At the start of the twentieth century, Russia had been ruled by Romanov tsars for three centuries. The Romanovs had modernised the country in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, laying the foundations for a vast Russian Empire that extended from the Baltic to Alaska, and building a new capital, St Petersburg.

During the enlightened reign of Catherine the Great, Russia’s power and influence grew throughout the eighteenth century. Its empire extended westwards into Poland, Prussia and the Habsburg Empire and southwards as far as the Crimea, making it a world power of some significance. Inevitably, Russia’s size and status brought it into conflict with its equally formidable neighbours – the Ottoman Empire, Britain and France – and resulted in crippling defeat in the Crimean War in 1856.

In 1914, in defence of Serbia, Russia joined Britain and France in the Great War against Germany and its allies, Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire. The Great War had a disastrous impact on Russia. Militarily, feudal Russia was no match for industrialised Germany, and Russian casualties were greater than those sustained by any nation in any previous war. Food and fuel shortages escalated, and inflation spiralled. Coupled with long-term unrest after centuries of oppression from medieval tsars, revolutionary change was inevitable.

In 1917, amidst great turmoil and violence, Lenin led his revolutionary socialist Bolshevik Party to power in a coup. A protracted civil war, during which opponents of the Bolsheviks were supported by Western allies – including Germany, Britain and the United States – broke out later that year, with Lenin’s Red Army eventually claiming victory. Lenin declared the establishment of the Soviet Union in 1922, which, as Chairman of the Council of the People’s Commissars, he ruled until his death in 1924.

Lenin was succeeded as leader not by a Russian but by a Georgian, Joseph Stalin, who consolidated his dictatorial rule through draconian economic policies and vicious purges, which included mass executions and imprisonments. The purges were a harrowing time for those who lived through them.

Lyubov Shaporina was part of the Soviet Union’s pre-revolutionary intelligentsia, a prime target for Stalin’s terrors. The founder of the Leningrad Puppet Theatre, she was married to composer Yuri Shaporin. In her diary from the time, she recalls the run-up to the elections for the new Supreme Soviet legislature on 12 December 1937. The elections followed the adoption of Stalin’s new Soviet Constitution, which had been declared in 1936.

‘Leningrad USSR

On the 22nd [November] I woke up at about three and couldn’t go back to sleep till after five. There were no trams, it was completely quiet outside. Suddenly I heard a burst of gunfire. And then another. The shooting continued in bursts every ten to twenty minutes until just after five.

I opened the window and listened, trying to decide where the shots were coming from. What could it mean? The Peter and Paul Fortress is nearby, that was the only place where shooting could be coming from. Were people being executed?

That is what they call an election campaign. And our consciousness is so deadened that sensations just glide across its hard, glossy surface, leaving no impression. To spend all night hearing living people, and undoubtedly innocent people, being shot to death and not lose your mind. And afterwards just fall asleep . . . How terrible.

Irina Detskaya came home from school and said, “They told us there are mass arrests going on right now. We need to rid ourselves of undesirable elements before the election.” [. . .]’

In callously deceitful contrast, just three weeks later, on 11 December, the eve of the election, Comrade Stalin gave a speech to voters in Moscow’s Bolshoi Theatre. It was greeted by a loud ovation, lasting for several minutes, with cries of ‘Long live great Stalin, Hurrah!’, ‘Hurrah for Comrade Stalin, the creator of the Soviet Constitution, the most democratic in the world!’, ‘Long live Comrade Stalin, leader of the oppressed throughout the world. Hurrah!’

Stalin’s words in his election speech were the height of duplicity.


For my part, I would like to assure you, comrades, that you may safely rely on Comrade Stalin . . . You may take it for granted that Comrade Stalin will be able to discharge his duty to the people, to the working class, to the peasantry and to the intelligentsia . . . The forthcoming elections are not merely elections, comrades, they are really a national holiday of our workers, our peasants and our intelligentsia. Never in the history of the world have there been such free and democratic elections, never! History knows no other example like it . . . our universal elections will be carried out as the freest elections and the most democratic compared with elections in any other country in the world.



In 1938, Shaporina reflected on the show trials conducted after the arrest of several senior Red Army officers: ‘The great, great Dostoevsky. We now see, not in a dream, but right before our eyes, the herd of devils that entered into the swine. We see them as we’ve never seen them before. Never have people worked so hard to destroy their homeland . . . The really dangerous ones are Stalin and Voroshilov [People’s Commissar for the Defence of the Soviet Union] . . . It is unbelievable to be living in the middle of it all. It’s like walking around in a slaughterhouse, with the air saturated with the smell of blood and carrion.’

Volha Barouskaya is the last living witness to the mass executions that were commonplace during Stalin’s Great Purge. She was ninety years old when she told her story, in 2017. In 1938, she was an eleven-year-old girl picking wild berries in the Kurapaty Woods near Minsk, Belorussia, when she stumbled across a mass execution: ‘I was very scared when I heard women yelling. “Why are you doing this to us? My God, what have we done? What are we guilty of?” I can’t even describe how loud they were yelling. There were lots of tears. People in uniform put them on their knees, facing the pit. The executioners started from behind, and then came the bang-bang-bang, like peas on a frying pan . . . They fell, they fell, they fell . . . I was lucky, I found somewhere to hide in a wolf’s den. Many people died there. My mother told me never to breathe a word about it.’

Barouskaya kept her secret until 1988, when the burial site was discovered. It is estimated to be the resting place of at least 30,000 people, murdered by Stalin’s secret police, the NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs).

Stalin had an executioner-in-chief, Nikolai Yezhov, during his Great Purge. Less than five feet tall, Yezhov was called the ‘bloodthirsty dwarf’. As head of the NKVD, he had free rein to eliminate anyone who stood in Stalin’s way, and, for that matter, thousands more who were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. A man totally without compassion or remorse, he wrote: ‘There will be some innocent victims in this fight against Fascist agents. We are launching a major attack on the Enemy; let there be no resentment if we bump someone with an elbow. Better that ten innocent people should suffer than one spy gets away. When you chop wood, chips fly.’

Yezhov was a relentless sadist, who often carried out his own tortures. In 1937 and 1938 alone, he oversaw at least 1.3 million arrests and 681,692 executions for ‘crimes against the state’. He was responsible for the administration of a system of Soviet labour camps, known as ‘gulags’, whose population swelled by 685,201 under his jurisdiction, nearly tripling in size in just two years. At least 140,000 of these prisoners (and probably many more) died of malnutrition, exhaustion and the dreadful conditions in the camps; many did not even survive the tortuous journeys to get to them.

Perhaps inevitably, Yezhov fell foul of Stalin’s murderous regime. Having vigorously pursued his task of liquidating those who Stalin wished to remove by the end of 1938, he was replaced as head of the NKVD by Lavrentiy Beria, the party chief in Georgia, who had only narrowly escaped Yezhov’s death warrant by making a personal appeal to Stalin.

Beria was not far off being Yezhov’s clone; another sadist, he enjoyed the torture and pain of his victims and had a particular penchant for beating and raping young women. Beria had Yezhov arrested and, after a secret trial, Stalin’s former henchman was dragged, shouting and screaming, to his execution in a basement room he himself had had designed for that purpose. He had specified a sloping floor so that blood could easily be sluiced away. His demise was kept so secret that, for several years afterwards, it was reported that he was being kept in an ‘asylum for the insane’.

Despite the terrors, ruthless despots have their uses. Just as Hitler and Mussolini were admired in their countries, building roads and making the railways run on time, Stalin’s draconian rule transformed the country from an agrarian economy into a military and industrial power capable of withstanding the immense challenges of the Second World War.

Importantly for any appreciation of the psychology of Russian leaders and the Russian people, it is crucial to remember that throughout the long history of Mother Russia, her vast empire has been repeatedly attacked by her neighbours. These challenges have come not only from the west, but also from the east and the south. At various times, Japan, Britain, France, Germany, Finland, Sweden and the Ottomans have challenged Russia’s vast borders.

It is also important to note that Russia is not one homogeneous nation. Its disparate ethnic groups, nationalities, religions, languages and cultures – especially when the Russian Empire was at its greatest extent – have also brought significant dissent and opposition within its borders. Today, following the dissolution of the old Soviet Empire and the independence of fifteen new nations, from the Baltic to the Pamirs of Central Asia, 80 per cent of the population of the Russian Federation are ethnic Russians, but there are significant numbers of Tatars, Ukrainians, Bashkirs, Chuvash, Chechen and Armenians, all of whom live within the Russian Federation.

•

Wars change history; that is why the protagonists fight them. Wars transform nations, change continents, and sometimes shift the axis of the global balance of power for generations to come.

The horrors of the religious wars of the Crusades left a legacy of bitterness that still resonates in the Middle East to this day. Not only did the wars of Qin Shi Huang give us his mausoleum and its guardians, the Terracotta Army, but they also gave birth to the empire that is modern China. The Napoleonic Wars created twentieth-century Europe, while the Spanish Wars of Conquest against the Aztec and Inca empires laid the foundations of South America, as did the French and British colonial wars in Africa, South-East Asia and the Indian subcontinent.

The Eastern Front has left a long legacy. It was the crucial theatre of a war that created post-war Europe, heralded the Cold War and was the prelude to the precarious stalemate that exists today in the political stand-off between the United States, Russia and China. Our twenty-first-century world has just entered a new era of uncertainty and anxiety, and the seeds of the current tensions were sown on the battlefields of the bloodiest war in history.

Wars are sometimes just, but never pure; never clean. They are bestial, a shocking illustration of the cold heart of humanity at its worst. But they can also exemplify courage, heroism and self-sacrifice. They are never easy to understand, or to explain.

The war on the Eastern Front between 1941 and 1945, which began with Operation Barbarossa in the early hours of Sunday 22 June 1941, was the epitome of human savagery let loose on an unprecedented scale. But it was also an extraordinary example of the strength and resolve of the human spirit, the power of the collective will and a belief in the common good. It led to an astonishing victory, but it was won at a terrible price.

The casualty figures from the war are staggering. The figure for German military losses, so imprecise that it is rounded to the nearest 100,000, was 5.1 million. A further 4.5 million were captured, most of whom never made it home. Soviet military losses were even higher. Such were the chaotic circumstances that estimates vary between 8.7 million and 10 million. A further 5.7 million were captured, most of whom were executed, starved, or perished in labour camps. The figures for civilian deaths are an even bigger guess, but they were at least 20 million, perhaps even 25 million. In total, at least 40 million died – approximately two-thirds of the global deaths in the whole of the Second World War. It cost more lives, both military and civilian, than any other conflict in history.

The war on the Eastern Front, what the Russians call the ‘Great Patriotic War’, was a war of ideological extremism, of racial hatred, of atrocities that almost defy description, and of battles that are some of the largest and most bloodthirsty ever fought.

From its outset, Germany’s Führer, Adolf Hitler, intended his campaign to be a Vernichtungskrieg (a ‘war of annihilation’). He believed that for Germany to fulfil its destiny it needed Lebensraum (‘living space’), and to solve the ‘Jewish Problem’ by eliminating the Jews he hated so much. His loathing of Jews was pathological. He believed them to be responsible for Germany’s woes, and was convinced they were at the heart of two ideologies he despised: Bolshevism in the Soviet Union, and social democracy in Europe and the United States. His campaign also had a pragmatic necessity. He needed oil to fuel his machines of war, and the Soviet Union had oil in abundance.

Hitler described the vast, fertile lands to the east as ‘Germany’s India’, and called it the ‘Wild East’, analogous with America’s Wild West. The Wild East was the key to creating the ‘Greater Germany’ he craved, a vast homeland for the German people, the Volk he revered.

In Hitler’s convoluted psyche there was a historical imperative that he was compelled to follow: in order to achieve the global domination he craved, he had to conquer the huge lands to his east – and destroy their inhabitants. These Untermenschen (‘subhumans’ or ‘inferior people’) would provide the slave labour he needed. The abundant resources would create the raw materials to drive his economy. Then, armed with his Greater German Empire, he would bring to heel his greatest rivals: Britain and the United States.

The conquest of the Soviet Union was not an end in itself, merely a means to an end. Frighteningly, in Hitler’s diabolical logic, his Ostkrieg (‘East War’) would be only a precursor to an even mightier struggle to come: the capitulation of the Western democracies, either by their submission to his rule, or by their total destruction.

Hitler did not lack a knowledge or understanding of history, but he did ignore its lessons. After his victories in Western Europe, buoyed by power, he saw himself as an Alexander or a Napoleon, with the world at his feet, forgetting that neither Alexander’s nor Napoleon’s maraudings ended well.

His expansionist obsessions – which would prove to be delusions – led to global catastrophe. As a result of his war in the east, almost an entire generation was wiped out, vast tracts of land were laid to waste and entire industries were destroyed. He turned his personal dreams into nightmares for his people. Eight out of every ten German soldiers who died during the Second World War died on the Eastern Front. His vainglorious ‘Thousand Year Reich’ ended in the rubble and stench of Germany’s devastated cities and in the total humiliation of its people.

Even today, over seventy-five years since the end of the conflict, German wounds have not fully healed; the memories linger still, and they are beginning to polarise the country. The guilt, shame and remorse that are still felt by many stand in stark contrast to potent opposing views, which claim that Germany has paid its price, needs to forget its past and must assert itself once more.

The war left the Soviet Union in ruins, leading to years of stagnation and the traumas of the Cold War. Having defeated Germany’s foreign dictator, Adolf Hitler, the Soviet people continued to live under the heel of their own home-grown tyrant, Joseph Stalin. He dominated his people for another eight years, who then had to live on under an oppressive and increasingly inefficient Soviet regime until 1991. Ultimately, the mighty Soviet Empire went into rapid decline and ended in a sudden and spectacular downfall. We hear the echoes of the collapse every day in our news: in Ukraine, in Syria, in new forms of sophisticated espionage, and even in the US presidential elections. Contemporary Russian nationalism is rooted in the bitter memories of the Motherland being despoiled by countless invaders, who were the precursors of Hitler’s Wehrmacht and the murderous ideology embodied by Operation Barbarossa.

•

In the summer of 1941, the Russian Revolution and the Civil War that followed it, ending in 1922, had happened less than twenty years earlier. Despite the brutality of the communist regime in Moscow’s Kremlin, huge progress had been made in industry and infrastructure. Illiteracy had been eliminated, life expectancy had reached Western European levels, women had been granted equal status with men, and many of the inefficiencies and economic disasters that would loom in later years had yet to come to pass.

It is also largely forgotten that the Soviet Union’s military resources in 1941, in terms of materiel and soldiers, were significant – and were, indeed, in large part superior to those of Germany. The Red Army had more than 300 divisions, boasted 5.5 million soldiers, was well equipped, and supported from the skies above by the world’s largest air force.

In short, despite Stalin’s gulags and mass murders, there was sufficient pride, courage and determination in the hearts and minds of a people only recently freed from centuries of oppression by the tsars of the Romanov dynasty, to enable them to defeat the Nazi invaders. However, it was a victory won at a terrible price – both for the victors and the vanquished.

As an ex-soldier of modest calibre – and like most people with some experience of military matters and the psychology of soldiering – I remain intrigued by two enduring puzzles. First of all, from where and from what depths of human endurance and courage did the defenders of their Eastern European homelands find the strength to resist such a brutal onslaught as Barbarossa? It is perhaps an even more fascinating conundrum, given that the catastrophic first few months of the war were such a disaster when, in the main, the Red Army was in total disarray. Similarly, when glorious victories turned into humiliating defeats, from where did Germany, its soldiers and civilians, find the resolve to continue to fight all the way to Hitler’s bunker in the heart of Berlin?

This book draws on intimate, first-hand accounts, several of which have not been published before, written by people who lived through the war, offering us a unique insight into this extraordinary conflict. Their letters and diaries, many of which have lain unremembered and unread in archives and museums, record the agonies they endured, and provide an intimate account of what it was like to live and die during those most terrible times. By giving their authors a voice, it attempts to arrive at an answer to these two fundamental questions.

Sadly, as we shall see, one everlasting truth permeates all the accounts: suffering never seems to be very far away for the people of Russia.


PART ONE

INVASION


1

A PACT WITH SATAN TO DRIVE OUT THE DEVIL

AUGUST 1939–JUNE 1941

Historians have been prone to link together Adolf Hitler, Germany’s Führer, and Joseph Stalin, the Soviet Union’s communist tsar, as the twentieth century’s ‘terrible twins’ of evil. But to pair them as two identical monsters is far too simplistic; they were as different as they were similar.

Stalin’s original Georgian name was Dzhugashvili. He changed it to Stalin in 1912. The name derives from the Russian for steel (stal), thus ‘Man of Steel’. He also had the nickname ‘Koba’, which he picked up in his youth after a Robin Hood character in the 1882 novel Patricide by Alexander Kazbegi. Stalin purported to be an ideological Marxist, philosophically determined to create a truly egalitarian society, even if he had to murder hundreds of thousands of his own people to achieve his socialist Utopia. He was not the first so inclined, nor would he be the last.

Conversely, Hitler was totally committed to theories, often melded together as Social Darwinism, which espouse the idea that, throughout history, races have struggled with other races in a survival battle that will ultimately produce a ‘master race’. In particular, Hitler was convinced that this human struggle had reached a pinnacle of evolution and that his Germanic peoples were the Herrenvolk (‘master race’), the high point of human progress, and that their destiny was to conquer the world.

Through ruthless opportunism, Stalin quickly rose from rural poverty in Georgia to supreme leadership of the Soviet Kremlin. Once in power, he used the formidable apparatus of a police state to liquidate millions of opponents, including any who stood in the way of communist purity. Millions more died in famines, and huge numbers were transported to forced labour camps – the gulags – from which many never emerged.

Hitler’s rise to power was equally rapid. He was also utterly ruthless in dealing with opponents, but it was his racial fanaticism – his loathing of Jews, Slavs and many others he regarded as inferior – that made him uniquely evil, even when compared with Stalin. Hitler referred to those he despised as ‘vermin’; he regarded them as ‘infestations’ that had to be eliminated without mercy. So virulent was his loathing and so potent was his oratory that his views permeated German society, swelling into a plague of hatred that distorted civilised life like nothing before or since.

These ‘terrible twins’, two malevolent leaders of such monstrous proportions, were preparing to confront one another in a military campaign that would produce the bloodiest war in history.

•

Strangely, the background to this most gruesome of wars was an extraordinary expression of peace, even if an entirely amoral one. In August 1939, despite their ideological differences, strategic pragmatism, as it often does, led to a remarkable deal between Hitler and Stalin. It was best described as ‘a pact with Satan to drive out the Devil’, uniting them in a macabre display of mock friendship.

The countdown to the Second World War had begun in March 1936, when German troops rolled into the Rhineland, which had been demilitarised by the Versailles Treaty at the end of the Great War. Benito Mussolini, Hitler’s ally, had already sent his troops into Ethiopia, and in the summer of 1937 Japan’s army was on the march in China. Fascist militarism was rampant across the globe.

In March 1938, Hitler strode into Austria, an Anschluss (‘connection’) that united the German-speaking country of his birth with the German ‘Fatherland’. Six months later, at the end of September, still plagued by bitter memories of the Great War, France and Britain allowed Hitler to occupy the Sudetenland, a German-speaking part of Czechoslovakia.

The poet Hannah Senesh was living in Budapest, Hungary, when Hitler occupied the Sudetenland. She was just seventeen and still at school.

‘September 1938, Budapest

We’re living through incredibly tense days. The question is: will there be war? The entire world is united in fearful suspense. The Devil take the Sudeten Germans and all the other Germans, along with the Führer. Why is it necessary to ruin the world, turn it topsy-turvy, when everything could be so pleasant? Or is that impossible? Is it contrary to the nature of man?’

Senesh kept her diary throughout the war. A passionate Zionist, she fled to Palestine in 1939, while her homeland, Hungary, was the first country to join the Axis powers – Germany, Italy and Japan – in June 1941. She was recruited by Britain’s Special Operations Executive and in March 1944 parachuted into Yugoslavia to assist anti-Nazi forces in the rescue of Hungarian Jews about to be deported to Auschwitz. She was arrested at the Hungarian border by the Hungarian police, who found her British military transmitter. She was imprisoned, stripped, tied to a chair, then whipped and clubbed for three days. She lost several teeth as a result of the beating.

Transferred to a Budapest prison, she was repeatedly interrogated and tortured, but only revealed her name and refused to provide the transmitter code, even when her mother was also arrested. They threatened to kill her mother if she did not cooperate, but still she refused.

She kept a diary until her last day. One of the entries reads: ‘In the month of July, I shall be twenty-three. I played a number in a game. The dice have rolled. I have lost.’

Senesh was executed by firing squad on 7 November 1944.

•

Hitler’s annexation of the whole of Czechoslovakia in March 1939 and his triumphant entry into Prague were further steps in a dominoes cascade of aggression that few wanted to acknowledge was happening. War was all but inevitable.

It was clear that Hitler’s next planned conquest would be his neighbour Poland. To thwart him, on 31 March, France and Britain promised to guarantee Poland’s security and independence. However, Hitler was ahead of the game. Even though he had called the Soviet Union ‘the greatest danger for the culture and civilisation of mankind which has ever threatened it since the collapse of the . . . ancient world’, his greater ambition compelled him, for the time being, to put to one side his virulent hostility towards communism in order to secure his eastern border.

Through the spring and summer of 1939, Hitler berated the Polish government in Warsaw, demanding that Germany be allowed to reclaim the port of Danzig, a former German city internationalised by the Treaty of Versailles. He also claimed that ethnic Germans living in Western Poland were being mistreated and demanded they be liberated.

However, despite Stalin’s purges of his military elites in 1937 and 1938, which had seriously weakened his forces, Hitler and his generals were wary of a scenario that would repeat the nightmare of the Great War – a conflict on two fronts, where Germany and its allies fought Russian troops in the east and French and British troops in the west.

To avoid such an alarming outcome, in August 1939, Hitler’s Foreign Minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, flew from Berlin to Moscow. He was soon inside the Kremlin’s towering walls, face-to-face with Stalin and Soviet Foreign Minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, who had been working with Ribbentrop to negotiate an agreement. Ribbentrop carried a proposal from Hitler, suggesting that both countries commit to a non-aggression pact that would last a hundred years; Stalin replied that ten years would be enough! He just needed time to continue the build-up of his armed forces in readiness for the future conflict with Germany that he knew was inevitable.

The proposal contained a secret protocol, which, in colloquial parlance, was a territorial ‘stitch-up’. It specified the spheres of influence in Eastern Europe that both parties would accept. Germany would occupy Western Poland, including Warsaw, while the Soviet Union would acquire the eastern half of Poland, along with the Baltic States.

The protocol was startlingly blunt.


1. In the event of a territorial and political rearrangement in the areas belonging to the Baltic States (Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania), the northern boundary of Lithuania shall represent the boundary of the spheres of interest of Germany and the USSR. In this respect, the interests in the Vilna [Vilnius] area are recognised by each party.

2. In the event of a territorial and political rearrangement of the area belonging to the Polish state, the spheres of influence of Germany and the USSR shall be bounded approximately by the rivers Narew, Vistula and San.

3. With regard to South-Eastern Europe, attention is called by the Soviet side to its interests in Bessarabia [between Moldova and Ukraine]. The German side declares its complete political disinterest in these areas.

4. This protocol shall be treated by both parties as strictly secret.



Satan had bought himself the time he needed to expand his armed forces, while the Devil had secured his eastern border until such time as he was ready to launch his mighty onslaught eastwards.

Sergo Beria, the son of Lavrentiy Beria, the head of the NKVD from 1938, wrote an account of his father’s life, which was published in English in 2000. A teenager at the outbreak of war, Sergo was close to his father and privy to the machinations of life in the Kremlin. Although much of the book attempts to bolster the claim that his father, ‘Stalin’s Butcher’, was not the evil apparatchik condemned by history, it does offer a unique view of the intrigues, jealousies and plots that typified life inside the Soviet Politburo (the executive committee of the communist regime) during the war.

The younger Beria offers us an insight into Stalin’s manoeuvring around the non-aggression pact with Germany, amidst the power politics operating in Europe at the time:

‘Down to the last moment my father tried to persuade Stalin not to sign the German–Soviet Pact. The Germans were negotiating with Britain through Sweden, and with us. When Stalin concluded that the British and French were deceiving us, he wound up the whole business in 48 hours, without consulting the Politburo. The Politburo was far from unanimously enthusiastic, but Stalin explained that war with Germany was inevitable and that this pact was only provisional. It was necessary to win time and to make sure that the USSR would not have to face Hitler alone.’

Valentin Berezhkov, Stalin’s interpreter in both German and English, wrote about his time with Stalin in detail in his 1994 memoir, At Stalin’s Side. In it, he confirms the Machiavellian nature of Satan’s pact with the Devil: ‘Stalin was reasoning, Germany’s readiness to sign the pact clearly showed that its government had decided to attack not the East, but the West. This conflict could turn out to be quite protracted, which would enable the Soviet Union to stay out of it until Stalin concluded it was time to get involved. In terms of that time and place, this was a logical way of thinking. Every country that was potentially a target for Nazi aggression was reasoning roughly along the same lines.’

Soviet General Georgy Zhukov, who would soon become a key player in the war to come, dismissed Britain and France’s diplomacy in 1939 as both naive and cowardly: ‘While bombs had not yet begun to explode in their own home, the class interests of the long-standing allies in the struggle against the first socialist state boiled down to one and the same thing – they kept bowing to Hitler.’

He later quoted Alfred Jodl, Hitler’s leading general, speaking at his war crimes trial at Nuremburg in 1945: ‘If we did not collapse already in 1939 that was due to the fact that during the Polish Campaign, the approximately 110 French and British divisions in the West were held completely inactive against 23 German divisions.’

Dawid Sierakowiak, a fourteen-year-old son of a Jewish family in Łódź, Poland, saw the events of 1939 very differently. With thousands of his fellow Poles, he was one of the first of millions who stood in the way of the terror to come: ‘Terrible, interesting, strange news! The Germans are concluding a non-aggression pact with the Soviets! What a turnabout! What a capitulation of Nazi ideology! The Soviets apparently do not want to interfere in European politics . . . Mobilisation! We don’t know if this is the real thing or not, but nearly every recruit is mobilising. Many of our neighbours have already gone . . . There’s not the least hint of defeatism. There are tens of thousands of volunteers . . . old Jews, young women, Hasidic Jews, all citizens (except Germans) are rushing to volunteer. The bloody Hun will not pass!’

Still believing, somewhat naively, that France and Great Britain would not meet their treaty obligations to Poland, and knowing he had nothing to fear from the Soviet Army, Hitler ordered his troops to strike eastwards into Poland on 1 September 1939. Two days later, France and Great Britain declared war on Germany. The catastrophe that was the Second World War had begun.

Sierakowiak witnessed the German invasion.

‘Friday 1st September: The German army has crossed the border in several places. Things are boiling around the world. We are waiting for France and England to join the war, maybe even the United States. Meanwhile, we’re repelling German attacks quite well. I shall go to bed half-dressed.’

Sierakowiak’s optimism soon evaporated. Hitler’s Blitzkrieg (‘lightning war’) overwhelmed Polish forces in the west.

‘September 6th: Oh God, what’s going on! Panic, departures en masse, defeatism. The city, abandoned by its institutions and the police, awaits the imminent arrival of the German army in terror. People are running nervously from place to place, anxiously carrying around their worn-out possessions. There is crying and lamenting in the streets. Reservists and recruits are running away. Following them are women carrying bundles on their backs, filled with clothes, bedding and food. Even small children are running.

September 12th: Jews are being seized, beaten and robbed. The store where my father works was robbed as the local Germans freely indulge their whims. People speak about the way Jews are treated at work. Some are treated decently but others are sadistically abused. Some Jews were ordered to stop working, to remove their clothes and stand and face the wall, at which point they said they would be shot. Shots were fired in their direction, and although nobody was killed, it was repeated several times.’

Stalin’s invasion of Poland from the east began on 17 September. Caught in a vice between two hugely powerful aggressors, Poland fell in just thirty-five days.

Sierakowiak kept his diary until August 1943, when he died of tuberculosis in the Łódź Ghetto. His last entry reads: ‘I so very much want to live and survive.’ His sister died in the concentration camp at Auschwitz-Birkenau.

For the rest of 1939 and into 1940, both Germany and the Soviet Union used their pact to consolidate their positions. In Britain and France, the period became known as the ‘Phoney War’, during which, from their perspective, little of military consequence appeared to be happening. But it was far from ‘phoney’ elsewhere.

At the end of November, the Red Army invaded Finland, opening what became known as the ‘Winter War’. The conflict continued until the middle of March 1940, when a peace treaty was signed – the Moscow Peace Treaty – in which Finland conceded 11 per cent of its territory and over 30 per cent of its economic resources. Hostilities would later reignite as part of the German attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941, when Finnish forces invaded Soviet-occupied Finnish territory.

The Phoney War came to a dramatic end in the spring of 1940, when German forces struck in Western Europe. Norway and Denmark were invaded on 9 April, and on 10 May the Wehrmacht rolled into the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg. Hitler outflanked the Maginot Line, France’s elaborate defensive fortifications, by attacking north of it, through the heavily forested and difficult terrain of the Ardennes.

The Dutch Army surrendered on 14 May, the Belgians on the 28th. By 9 June, Norway had fallen. On the 14th, German soldiers were marching along Paris’s Champs-Élysées in triumph. Marshal Pétain’s Vichy France was declared on 22 June and on the following day, Adolf Hitler strutted around the tourist sites of Paris as a conquering hero. As he did so, he may well have been imagining that his next pompous swagger would be across the cobblestones of Moscow’s Red Square.

As Western Europe was falling under Nazi control, one of the worst atrocities of the war was taking place in the east. After the Red Army had annexed Eastern Poland, the NKVD took thousands of prisoners, many of them Polish soldiers, but it also rounded up hundreds of intellectuals, clergymen, landowners – and any others it disliked. On 5 March 1940, following a recommendation to Stalin from Beria, a document was signed ordering the execution of 25,700 Polish ‘nationalists and counter-revolutionaries’.

The executions were mainly carried out in the Katyn Forest, which is now in the Russian Federation, twelve miles west of Smolensk. The death toll by firing squad was at least 22,000. A mass grave of 3,000 Polish officers was discovered in 1942, during the German occupation of the area. When Germany announced the gruesome find and accused the Soviet Union of the crime, the Kremlin denied it. Soviet deceit was compounded when the area of Katyn was liberated by the Red Army, in 1943, and it ‘rediscovered’ the atrocity. The Kremlin at once laid the blame at the door of the retreating Wehrmacht.

Despite much speculation, denials and counter-denials, this remained the official position until the 1990s, when future Russian President Boris Yeltsin released top-secret files to Polish President, Lech Walesa. The documents finally revealed that the massacre had been an NKVD crime.


STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL

All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks).

CENTRAL COMMITTEE

No. P13/144

Com. Beria.

March 5, 1940

Resolution of March 5, 1940

144. The matter from the NKVD USSR.




I. Instruct the NKVD USSR:
1) the cases of 14,700 people remaining in the prisoner-of-war camps – former Polish Army officers, government officials, landowners, policemen, intelligence agents, military policemen, settlers and jailers,
2) and also the cases of arrested and remaining in prisons in the western districts of Ukraine and Belorussia people in the number of 11,000 – members of various counter-revolutionary spy and sabotage organizations, former landowners, factory owners, former Polish Army officers
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