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Irresistibly Forward (Unaufhaltsam vorwärtz) by Walter Gotschke (gouache, 1941). Austrian-born Gotschke painted auto-racing scenes both before and after World War II. He painted advertisements for Daimler-Benz until the war put a halt to commercial auto production. Between July and October 1941 he accompanied one of Hoepner’s panzer regiments as a war artist. (Library of Congress)

PREFACE

This consolidation includes over 90 percent of the original Campaign trilogy text previously published by Osprey. New material includes updates from recent scholarship, clarifications, additional maps, photographs, graphics plus sidebars to address topics not covered in detail elsewhere. Those familiar with the Campaign series know that Osprey has a successful formula which specifies a book’s organization, the length of any given section, and the number of supporting graphics. The need to put a lot of information onto fewer than 100 pages challenges an author to balance all the many components of modern warfare – especially in a gigantic campaign like Barbarossa. The present volume, however, allows me to write more expansively. Furthermore, Operation Barbarossa and the Nazi–Soviet War in general were among the most politicized and ideologically charged in modern history. Therefore this expanded volume has allowed me to put politics and ideology in their proper and prestigious positions.

Another major objective of this book is to present Barbarossa in a more understandable manner for an audience perhaps not comfortable or familiar with it. Unfortunately some of the campaign’s features that make it so fascinating to me can make it inaccessible to or unpopular with others: its chaos, complexity, massive scale, twists and turns, to name just a few. In terms of activity, chronology, geography, personalities, units, and other measures Barbarossa experienced constant peaks and valleys which can be hard to follow or make sense of.

Significant combat by major units could be widely separated by time and distance. On the face of it, it may not be easy to see the relationship between events at opposite ends of the calendar or map. Immediately after the German invasion there was no longer a solid frontline running between the Baltic and Black Seas; often gaps of dozens of miles developed with nothing to fill them but a thin cavalry screen or a single division. Likewise, massive casualties during Barbarossa make Band of Brothers type micro-histories difficult; one would have trouble finding a company of von Kleist’s panzer group where more than 50 percent of the men survived the five months from Poland to Rostov.

I have organized this narrative along the lines suggested by the German Federal Military Archives (BA-MA) and Soviet historians. Therefore this narrative is more thematic and less purely chronological. German sources for the new organization are the various Schlacht- und Gefechtsbezeichnungen at www.bundesarchiv.de/findbuecher/ma/.../index.htm while the Soviet sources are from David Glantz, Colossus Reborn, Tables 3.1 and 3.6. With that in mind, I have split Barbarossa into four stages rather than the usual three. I have included introductions and summaries for each stage to help tie them together. A key innovation of this volume are the engagement and battle matrices in the Appendix. I encourage the reader to refer to them when reading the corresponding combat narrative.

As I have written before, the book’s title is “Operation Barbarossa,” not “The Soviet Defense of the Motherland.” In considerable part this is due to the fact that I speak and read German, therefore any non-English sources I used were in that language rather than Russian. Despite that, however, I believe that I have been true to the historian’s responsibility to maintain impartial objectivity and have described events as facts warrant. In about 1980, as a US Army armor officer in Germany, I sat on my tank alongside a country road during a pause in the usual autumn maneuvers (REFORGER – Return of Forces to Germany). An old Ostheer veteran came over to me and struck up a conversation. Describing Barbarossa, he said “Dass war eine’ Leistung!” – “That was quite a performance!” While I still agree with him, in the final analysis the Nazi–Soviet War ended clearly as a tremendous Allied victory.

Finally, I am not usually one to make positive references to Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, but I have to agree with his first rule of war: do not march on Moscow.


CHRONOLOGY
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1940

June 2 Hitler tells von Rundstedt about Eastern campaign.

June 18 Halder sets up Eastern Front Study Group.

July 31 Hitler briefs generals on his intent to invade USSR.

August 5 Marcks completes his Operationsentwurf Ost.

August 7 OKW completes Aufbau Ost.

October–May 1941 Luftwaffe aerial reconnaissance over the USSR.

Mid-October Stalin redirects Soviet main defensive effort from Moscow to the Ukraine.

November 12–13 Molotov visits Berlin.

November 28–December 3 and 7 Paulus hosts Barbarossa wargames.

December 5 Hitler approves basic plan in conference with von Brauchitsch and Halder.

December 17–20 Barbarossa logistical wargames.

December 18 Führer Directive 21 issued.

December 23–January 13, 1941 Kremlin command conferences and wargames; another shake-up within Soviet High Command.

1941

January 31 Aufmarschanweisung published, adds Rumania to Barbarossa planning.

February 20 Göring creates Luftwaffe planning staff for Barbarossa.

March 30 Hitler describes Barbarossa to 250 generals as a “struggle of two world views.”

April 6 German leaders begin Balkans campaign.

May 23 Soviets call up 1905–18 year-group reservists, establish martial law.

May 30 Mussolini establishes a corps for action in the USSR although German leaders have not officially told Italy about Barbarossa.

May 25–27 Finnish chief of staff visits OKW.

June 6 Commissar Order issued.

June 12 Kriegsmarine begins mining Baltic.

June 14 Hitler clarifies Barbarossa objectives to Wehrmacht leaders: Leningrad, the Ukraine, Donbas, and Caucasus. Moscow is not included.

June 20 Rumanians first officially briefed on Barbarossa.

June 22 Barbarossatag; Soviet Military Districts become Fronts. Churchill makes speech in support of USSR.

June 22–30 Battle for fortress Brest.

June 23 Stavka created.

June 23–25 Boldin’s counterattack at Grodno.

June 24 LVII Panzer Corps captures Vilnius.

June 24 First Panzer Group passes through Sixth Army; Kirponos’ counterattacks begin.

June 24–29 Battle of Raseiniai, XLI Panzer Corps against 12th Mechanized Corps.

June 24 Japanese Army and Navy leaders decide “not to intervene in the German-Soviet War for the time being.”

June 26 LVI Panzer Corps captures Dünaburg bridgehead.

June 27 Unattributed bombing brings Hungary into war.

June 28–29 20th and 18th Panzer Divisions close Minsk Kessel.

June 29–July 6 Mountain Corps Norway’s first attack across Litsa River.

June 29 1st Mountain Division enters L’vov.

June 30 Hoth and Guderian confer. OKH directs von Bock to advance on Smolensk.

June 30 Sobennikov replaces Kuznetsov as commander of the Northwest Front.

July 1 XXXVI Corps and Finns attack at Salla.

July 2 Operation Munich crosses Rumanian border.

July 2 Emperor Hirohito decides against attacking the Soviet Union and for striking South Asia and the Pacific instead.

July 3–27 Von Kluge commands Fourth Panzer Army.

July 4 3rd Panzer Division captures Dnepr bridge at Rogatchev.

July 7 13th Panzer Division reaches Berdichev.

July 8 20th Panzer Division captures Dvina bridge at Ulla.

July 9 Piadyshev takes command of LOG.

July 9 14th Panzer Division takes Zithomir.

July 10 Voroshilov arrives at Northwest Direction; Finns attack in Karelia north of Lake Ladoga.

July 10 13th Panzer Division reaches Irpen River, 10 miles from Kiev, rest of III Panzer Corps close behind; Stavka creates Strategic Direction.

July 12 Stavka orders Timoshenko to organize counterattacks toward Bobruisk and prepare defense of Mogilev.

July 13 Kirponos begins counterattacks against Zithomir Corridor.

July 13–17 Mountain Corps Norway’s second attack across Litsa River.

July 14 6th Panzer Division achieves bridgehead over the Narva River.

July 14–18 11th Army counterattacks against LVI Panzer Corps at Soltsy.

July 15 7th Panzer Division captures Yartsevo, isolating Smolensk.

July 15 26th Army counterattacks at Kanev into First Panzer Group’s rear.

July 16 29th Motorized Division enters Smolensk, completing “loose” encirclement.

July 17 XI Corps crosses Dniestr River.

July 17–27 Battle for Mogilev after Soviets frustrate initial German attempts to lever River Dnepr.

July 19 Führer Directive 33 issued.

July 20 10th Panzer Division occupies Yelnia.

July 21–22 Luftwaffe initiates bombing of Moscow.

July 21 Hitler visits Army Group North headquarters.

July 21 Rumanians cross Dnestr; XLVIII Panzer Corps reaches Monastyrishche near Uman.

July 23 Supplement to Führer Directive 33 issued.

July 23 Soviet forces counterattack at Monastyrishche.

July 23–August 7 Timoshenko mounts counteroffensive – Group Kachalov.

July 24–27 Timoshenko mounts counteroffensive – Groups Kalinin and Khomenko, plus Gorodovikov’s cavalry raid.

July 27 Seventeenth Army breaks free of Stalin Line, heads for junction with First Panzer Group.

July 29–31 Timoshenko mounts counteroffensive – Group Maslinnikov.

July 30 Führer Directive 34 published.

July 30 Sixth Army’s first direct assault on Kiev.

July 31 Finns attack in Karelia south of Lake Ladoga.

August 3 IX Army and XXIV Panzer Corps encircle Roslavl.

August 3 16th Panzer and 1st Mountain Divisions link up at Pervomaysk, closing Uman pocket.
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August 5 Stalin relieves Zhukov as chief of staff.

August 5 German leaders consider battle for Smolensk to be over.

August 7 26th Army renews attacks at Kanev.

August 8 Uman fighting over; Rumanians close on Odessa; Sixth Army’s second attack on Kiev.

August 8–10 German general offensive on Luga River begins.

August 10 Stavka gives up Dnepr River line.

August 11 Soviets begin general offensive around Yelnia.

August 12 Supplement to Führer Directive 34 issued; 11th, 27th, 34th, 48th Armies attack Sixteenth Army at Staraya Russa.

August 16 First Rumanian assault on Odessa.

August 19 XXIV Panzer Corps plus VII and XIII Army Corps capture Gomel.

August 19 LVI Panzer Corps counterattacks to Staraya Russa.

August 19 LSSAH takes Kherson; 9th Panzer Division gains bridgehead at Zaporozhe.

August 20 Seventeenth Army wins Dnepr bridgehead at Kremenchug.

August 22 Hitler issues Denkschrift ending High Command debate.

August 23 5th Army retreats behind Dnepr.

August 24 Sixth Army reaches Desna.

August 26 LVII Panzer from Army Group Center captures Velikie Luki.

August 26 XVII Corps takes Chernobyl; Tyulenev replaced.

August 28 Tallinn falls to XLII Corps.

August 29 Vyborg taken by Finnish IV Corps.

August 30 OKH issues order for Kiev Kessel.

August 31 Red Army abandons right bank of Dnepr.

September 1 XXXVI Corps and Finns unite at Allakurtti.

September 2 Von Brauchitsch and Halder visit Army Group North headquarters.

September 6 Soviets re-occupy Yelnia. Hitler issues his Directive 35.

September 7 XIII, XLIII, and XXXV Army Corps capture Chernigov.

September 7 Sensing impending doom at Kiev, Kirponos requests permission to give up Desna Line.

September 8 Finns reach Svir River; XXXIX Panzer Corps captures Shlisselburg encircling Leningrad.

September 8–20 Mountain Corps Norway’s third attack across Litsa River.

September 9 Zhukov arrives in Leningrad; XLI Panzer Corps renews assault toward Krasnogvardeysk.

September 9 Stalin approves Desna move; von Rundstedt orders Eleventh Army to attack Crimea.

September 10 Stavka instructs forces before Moscow to transition to defense.

September 10 Sixth and Second Armies (Army Group Center) link up; 3rd Panzer Division reaches Romny; XLVIII Panzer Corps shifted to Kremenchug.

September 11 Stalin fires Budenny, Timoshenko becomes commander of Southwest Direction.

September 12 Von Schobert killed at Berislav.

September 13 XXIV Panzer Corps takes Lokhvitsa; XLVIII Panzer Corps fighting for Lubny.

September 14 Amphibious assault on Muhu Island.

September 14 3rd and 16th Panzer Divisions link up at Lokhvitsa, completing Kiev encirclement.

September 15 German forces assault Saaremaa Island.

September 16 XLI Panzer Corps occupies Strelnya, 8th Army cut off from Leningrad.

September 16 XXIX Corps’ final assault on Kiev begins.

September 17 Stalin permits evacuation of Kiev; von Manstein takes over Eleventh Army.

September 20 Kirponos killed escaping Kiev.

September 22 German High Command issues directive on starvation of Leningrad.

September 23 Soviet 9th and 18th Armies begin Sea of Azov battle.

September 24 Kiev fighting dies down; LIV Corps begins first assault at Perekop (until 28th).

September 25 Frontlines around Leningrad essentially solidify for duration of siege.

September 25 Von Rundstedt orders First Panzer Group to counterattack behind Soviets at Melitopol.

September 29 Oktyarbrsky suggests to Stalin that Odessa be abandoned.

September 30 and October 2 Army Group Center begins Operation Typhoon.

October 1 Finnish VII Corps takes Petrozavodsk.

October 1 First Panzer Group attacks toward Melitopol.

October 2 Rumanians renew assault on Odessa.

October 5 Panzer Groups become Panzer Armies.

October 7 7th and 10th Panzer Divisions close Viazma Kessel. Beginning of rasputitsa and first snowfalls.

October 7 XIV Panzer Corps and LSSAH meet at Berdyansk and close Melitopol pocket.

October 8 XLVII Panzer Corps and LIII Army Corps close Bryansk Kessel.

October 8, 9, and 19 Soviets issue various directives on defense of Moscow.

October 10 Hoth replaces relieved (“ailing”) von Stülpnagel.

October 11–16 First battle of Mozhaisk line ends in stalemate. Town of Mozhaisk falls on 19th.

October 12 Attack of Hiiumaa Island.

October 13 Kaluga falls to German forces.

October 14 1st Panzer Division enters Kalinin.

October 15 Soviets abandon Odessa at night.

October 16 XXXIX Panzer Corps begins attack toward Tikhvin.

October 18 LIV Corps launches second attack at Perekop (through 26th).

October 21 OKH orders Army Group South to Stalingrad and Maikop.

October 24 Sixth Army takes Kharkov.

October 26 Von Leeb visits the Führer’s Headquarters.

November 8 Tikhvin falls to German forces.

November 9 Timoshenko briefs Stalin on Rostov attack plan.

November 12 52nd Army counterattacks at Volkhov.

November 13 Halder hosts conference of Ostheer chiefs of staff at Orsha.

November 14 and 16 Zhukov launches pre-emptive attacks against Army Group Center.

November 15 Von Bock’s left wing begins Operation Volga Reservoir.

November 15 Finnish Group “F” links up on Kandalaksha axis.

November 16 Eleventh Army reaches Kerch.

November 18 Guderian launches final assault south of Moscow.

November 19 4th Army launches attack to recapture Tikhvin.

November 20 III Panzer Corps reaches Rostov.

November 22 Klin falls to German forces.

November 25 17th Panzer Division reaches Kashira – Guderian’s farthest advance.

November 25 56th Army launches counterattack at Rostov.

November 27 Timoshenko counteroffensive opens along entire First Panzer Army salient.

November 28 Von Kleist orders III Panzer Corps out of Rostov.

November 30 Von Rundstedt approves retreat to Mius River.

December 1 Von Rundstedt resigns; von Reichenau named replacement.

December 2 Hitler visits Army Group and Panzer Army headquarters.

December 5 Soviets initiate general winter counteroffensive.

December 6 Finnish II Corps and Group “O” take Medvezh’yegorsk.

December 7 German forces evacuate Tikhvin.


INTRODUCTION
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Japanese ambassador to Berlin Lieutenant General Baron Oshima Hiroshi. In late August he accompanied Hitler and Mussolini to Uman, probably where this photograph was taken. Oshima visited the Russian theater often and his reports back to Tokyo were intercepted by the UK and US intelligence analysts, providing a wealth of information for most of the four-year war. (Nik Cornish at www.Stavka.org.uk)

“This is not the Second World War, it is the Great Racial War (grosser Rassenkrieg)”

Hermann Göring, October, 1942

Nazi Germany’s invasion of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) on June 22, 1941, Operation Barbarossa, has no equal in military history. By nearly any measure – numbers of combatants involved, physical scope, hatred, and ruination – the Nazi–Soviet War was immense. It is doubtful whether humankind will ever again see another battlefield with 6 million men, tens of thousands of artillery pieces, armored vehicles, and aircraft arrayed against each other on a single day. Timothy Snyder accurately called Barbarossa “…the beginning of a calamity that defies description.”1

German Führer Adolf Hitler achieved strategic, operational, and tactical surprise against an amply forewarned Soviet Premier Josef Stalin. Rapacious panzer groups, supported overhead by the Luftwaffe, recorded daily advances of 30 and 40 miles or more. The bulk of the Wehrmacht marched on foot behind, closing off pockets of many hundreds of thousands of Red Army captives. On the campaign’s first days Nazi Propaganda Minister Josef Goebbels demurred at showing the German people maps of the USSR while some Germans wondered if prior to launching Barbarossa Hitler had even seen such a map. Significantly, the German people had little enthusiasm for the endeavor.

While the Soviet Union’s immense landmass was obvious to anyone looking at a globe of the earth, the resilience of the Communist government, the toughness of the Red Army soldier and the ultimate wisdom of its leadership’s conduct of the war came as an unexpected shock to the invaders and many observers. Hitler’s initial opinion that Germany need only “kick in the door and the whole rotten structure will come crashing down” was not unreasonable given the collapse of the Tsarist and Provisional governments at the end of the Great War. Additionally the Red Army’s poor performance against Poland in 1919–20, against other opponents prior to 1941, and during the Spanish Civil War gave no indication of its real capabilities. From the very start the vicious border battles demonstrated to the Wehrmacht in the field, if not to its leaders behind the front, that Barbarossa would not be as easy as previous campaigns. Many Soviet soldiers, cut off behind the advancing enemy in huge encirclements did not give up but either fought to the death or joined civilians to form partisan bands. By the time the first freezing weather hit in October, the Wehrmacht was greatly weakened and still far from achieving most of its objectives. But the unbroken string of massive encirclement victories up to that point kept alive the German High Command’s hubris that allowed them to think they would succeed and later continued well into the autumn to convince them that they could ultimately win the war.

While Hitler and many in his professional military staff had a rosy view of the invasion’s projected results many top Germans had their doubts. To those on the scene in 1941, Barbarossa’s ultimate outcome was far from clear at any point prior to December. The Wehrmacht’s blitzkrieg – the combination of flexible mission-style orders, mechanization, airpower, and communications – won victory after victory. Each blitzkrieg segment was purposefully very brief since that was the only type of war Germany could ever hope to win. Having vanquished the French, the world’s “best army” the year before, Germany had unshakeable confidence in its armed forces bordering on imprudent arrogance.

However, as in 1812, when after each defeat the Tsar’s army remained intact, the Soviet military did not exhibit signs of total collapse in 1941. Neither did an alternative to the Communist system present itself. First Hitler and then Stalin called for a total war of extermination and national survival. Both men put their nations on the horns of dilemma where being party to mass murder was the lesser of two evils. Both wanted and got a war of hate. They exhorted their troops to fight without mercy, to harden themselves and to intimidate their enemies. The loser would be tied to a criminal regime: as the war turned out, the German officer corps would live and die with Hitler and Nazism.
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Within hours of the German invasion opening, American political cartoonist Theodor Geissel (“Dr Seuss”) recognized that the war in the East would be a far different matter from Hitler’s earlier invasions. Note that Italy is portrayed in the middle of the Führer’s wall of trophies as a road-kill skunk. (Ralph Ingersoll Collection)
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An SdKfz 10 prime mover half-track towing a 37mm PAK through a burning village. The death and destruction of Barbarossa rivaled that of the Thirty Years War. (HITM)

Interestingly, only in the two dictators’ minds did the political and military strategy of either country coalesce. Both men made the worst miscalculations of their political careers regarding Barbarossa: Hitler in thinking he could win, Stalin in thinking he could “trust” Hitler to abide by the terms of their 1939 treaty. The war on the Eastern Front, and, it might be argued, the opening five months which are presented here, sealed the fate of Hitler’s Third Reich and determined the outcome of World War II in Europe.

The Road to Barbarossa

Homer’s Iliad begins and ends on the eve of battle and is centered on Achilles’ anger. Likewise, the Barbarossa story opens with preparations for the campaign and closes as Stalin initiated his general winter counteroffensive and revolves around Hitler’s obsession with exterminating “Jewish-Muscovite Bolshevism.”

War between Germans and Russians in 1941 was not pre-ordained. For nearly 150 years, from the end of the Seven Years’ War in 1763 until the decade prior to World War I, the two peoples had been at peace. The pinnacle of their cooperation came during the final stages of the wars against Napoleon. In this context, relations during the reign of Wilhelm II (r.1888–1918) can almost be seen as an anomaly. Within a year of the Versailles Treaty, the new Weimar Republic and Soviet Union rediscovered their earlier common interests as codified by the 1922 Rapallo Treaty and 1926 Berlin Treaty. Through March 1934 Hitler even considered accommodation with the USSR. However, during the mid-1930s, the extremes of totalitarianism made continuing this cozy relationship impossible as each dictator consolidated power at home.
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During a pause in their advance eastward, men of a panzer unit watch a flight of Ju 87B Stukas land at an improvised airfield. While such an open landscape might be familiar to a Russian or North American, it was psychologically overwhelming to the Germans. (HITM)

Germany

S.J. Lewis described Barbarossa as “the only war Hitler ever wanted.” Hitler had numerous reasons for launching Barbarossa: to carry out threats he had made since writing Mein Kampf 20 years earlier, to fulfill expansionist desires of the army, industry, and the bureaucracy as well as to remove any remaining British hope of continental assistance. In the first case, a basic tenet of Nazism, supported by the traditional German elites, held that the vast lands to Germany’s east were its for colonization and economic exploitation. Therefore Hitler attacked the USSR for ideological, strategic, and economic reasons. As if to validate V.I. Lenin’s designation of Fascism as Communism’s main threat, Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf that the Nazis “have finished with the eternal German striving toward the south and west of Europe and we are now directing our gaze at the lands in the east.” The Führer saw Bolshevism as the most extreme form of “international Jewry” and set forth plans for a New Order in Mein Kampf and even more in his second book of 1928.

Although greater Germany was not overpopulated in 1923 when he first began to write Mein Kampf or 1941, Hitler sought Lebensraum (space to live), a euphemism for exploited human and natural resources combined with radicalized colonial notions reminiscent of Charlemagne’s warrior-farmers.2 In his vision, Aryan racial superiority plus this Lebensraum would then lead to a final showdown with the British Empire and the United States and, ultimately, German world domination (with a little help from Japan and other smaller allies). Just days after taking power, on February 3, 1933, Hitler told skeptical Reichswehr leaders of his desire to rebuild the army and conquer Lebensraum in the east. Likewise, on February 28, 1934, he told senior Army and SS leaders that he sought “short, decisive and crushing actions, first against the west, then to the east.” Introducing the new Four-Year Plan on September 4, 1936, Herman Göring told Germany’s top leaders “the showdown with Russia is inevitable.”

The Führer looked for “accomplices wherever and whenever they could be of use to him.” For the first years of the Third Reich, Hitler tried the expedient of enlisting Poland as a satellite against the USSR. When Warsaw would have none of it, Hitler reversed himself, “temporarily set aside his anti-Bolshevik fixation” and made a bargain with Stalin.3 For his part, Stalin wanted to prevent the elimination of the world’s only Socialist state by appeasing Hitler much as Britain and France had done before him. Therefore, after years of antagonism, following the initiative of the pragmatic German Foreign Minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, on August 38, 1939, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union shocked most of the world by signing a Nonaggression Pact. Hitler said the pact was “misunderstood by many [Nazi] party members” and had to reassure Italian dictator Benito Mussolini that the agreement was only a temporary move. Almost 19 years to the day after Lenin’s representative in Berlin first suggested that Germany and the USSR divide Poland between them, the two dictatorships indeed partitioned Poland for the fourth time in 200 years. The Führer put his newly purchased freedom of action, represented by this disposable “tactical maneuver,” to good use, crushing all opposition in non-Russian Europe in the months prior to Barbarossa – all with the Soviet leader’s tacit approval.

Since Britain believed Stalin’s purges had fatally weakened the Red Army it depended on a strong Poland to Germany’s east. The Nazi–Soviet Pact so stunned Britain that it would not fight for Poland’s existence one week later (although it did declare war on Germany). Abandoned by east and west, bordered on three sides by the Reich and outclassed in every military category, Poland fell to German arms at the Bzura River after just two weeks. With Britain and its allies still in shock, Hitler moved quickly and in April 1940 overran Denmark in a matter of hours and after a tense struggle prevailed in Norway, basically in the Royal Navy’s backyard. The world was in for an even bigger shock the following month when Hitler invaded France and the Low Countries. British and French moves played right into the German leadership’s hands, but Hitler’s trepidation saved the former from real disaster by allowing the men of the British Expeditionary Force to escape destruction at Dunkirk.
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A German machine-gun crew silhouetted against the eastern sky. The man in front has an MG34 while his comrades lug ammo cans, spare barrels, etc. Imagine marching and fighting across 1,000 miles over five months, carrying your entire life on your back. (Nik Cornish at www.Stavka.org.uk)

When, less than a month after France’s capitulation, on July 19, 1940, the United Kingdom rebuffed the Führer’s half-hearted peace offer (actually an arrogant “call to reason”), Hitler just as half-heartedly began the Battle of Britain. He cared little for this project, nor were the Luftwaffe or Kriegsmarine anywhere close to ready for a complex cross-Channel invasion. General of Artillery Alfred Jodl, Operations Chief of Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW, Supreme High Command of the German Armed Forces) admitted that English “stoic equanimity” would carry them through the bombing and that there was no indication that German bombardment would cause their collapse.

Hitler soon lost sight for the main reason for the aerial assault, to prime Great Britain for invasion, while aerial and naval realities caused constant delays in Operation Sealion, so by mid-winter the continued aerial assault represented mainly a convenient cover story for Barbarossa’s preparations.4 As Germany was even less capable of bringing her military forces to bear on the United States, the Führer settled on attacking the Soviet Union as the best way to defeat the Anglo-American maritime powers; in reality all three enemies were physically invulnerable to Nazi Germany.

Indeed, even before the height of the Battle of Britain, Hitler had instructed the Wehrmacht to plan for an invasion of the USSR. The first inkling most senior Wehrmacht, Army, and Navy leaders had of his intentions came at a secret meeting at the Berghof on July 31.5 To his thinking, with the Red Army emasculated by Stalin’s purges and with Russia’s resources at his disposal, the Reich would be America’s equal. Although the majority would eventually toe the line, almost to a man Germany’s senior military leadership initially counseled Hitler against attacking. This was especially true in Jodl’s staff, which raised “a chorus of objections.” Göring’s subsequent opposition must have been the harshest blow: Hitler told the Reichsmarschall, “Why don’t you stop trying to persuade me to drop my plans for Russia
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