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I Saw the Battle

 

Believe me, I saw fighting I could not have imagined – even in my dreams,

As shell after shell shrouded the mound of bodies in smoke

And jagged metal traced our fates with its claw –

Ripping all asunder,

Carving black mushroom clouds in the sky.

 

Believe me, I saw the fighting, and felt its chill

As death marched alongside us

And I will remember that fighting for ever –

As it closes its hands around my throat

And I wake at night, helpless,

A boat caught in a whirlpool, unable to break free of its swirl.

 

But I am no longer afraid.

I survived at the gates of hell –

I saw the battle.

Mikhail Borisov
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Preface

Combat on the Second World War’s eastern front was on a scale unparalleled in modern warfare. More than eight million Red Army soldiers died in four years of vicious fighting between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, and the total number of casualties among Russia’s soldiers and civilians has been estimated at 27 million. Those who survived were permanently marked by what they had endured. In this book I seek to pay tribute to the remarkable courage of these Russian fighters. I draw on a wide variety of sources – letters, diaries and personal interviews – and tell the human story of the Red Army as it turned the tables on the Germans at Stalingrad and then fought its way to Berlin, the capital of Hitler’s Reich.

This book has grown out of my earlier works on Stalingrad, Leningrad and the battle for Moscow but is far broader in scope. It is not intended as a conventional military narrative – rather, its focus is on the Red Army’s psychological experience: the human cost of fighting this terrible war. It takes the reader on a journey of unfolding horror, as Soviet soldiers witnessed genocide in the Ukraine and Belorussia and uncovered the truth about the Holocaust. The focal point of the book is the Red Army’s liberation of Auschwitz on 27 January 1945. Russian veterans can never forget what they found there. But the response of some Soviet troops when they reached German soil – committing a series of atrocities against the civilian population – was equally appalling. In this book, Russian fighters are candid about the rapes, murders and looting committed by their own side. These actions besmirched the heroism of the Red Army.

But the achievement remains a heroic one nonetheless. Between brittle Soviet propaganda – never able to acknowledge that victory against the Nazis was a flawed triumph – and Western cynicism, which denigrates the unflinching courage of the vast majority of Red Army fighters, lies a remarkable human story, one of astonishing bravery, brutalizing depravity and a deeply moving struggle against the corrosive cruelty of the war. For while some Russian soldiers succumbed to this cruelty, revelling in atrocities they themselves committed against the weak and the unprotected, many others pulled back from the brink. ‘Our army was battling for its very soul,’ one veteran said. It was a battle never fully won. But the very fact it was fought at all makes the story powerfully redemptive.

It is a pleasure to acknowledge the help I have received in enabling these human voices to come alive again. Julie Chervinsky, the director of the Blavatnik Foundation Archive in New York, has kindly given me full access to this valuable collection of Jewish Red Army letters, diaries and testimonies. Artem Drabkin, editor and compiler of the ‘I Remember’ section of www.russianbattlefield.com, has been an unfailing source of encouragement, as has the Russian Council of War Veterans in Moscow, which facilitated many of my interviews. I have acted as a consultant to the RIA Novosti History Project and the Russia Today TV series on the eastern front, and both these organizations have allowed me to draw upon their own research material. Veterans Anatoly Mereshko, Mark Slavin and Mikhail Borisov have given up weeks of their time in support of this project, and Mikhail Borisov has generously given me unlimited access to his collection of war poetry.

Colonel David Glantz, Professors Oleg Budnitskii and Maxim Shrayer have generously shared their expertise on Red Army war experience. My Moscow-based researcher and translator Lena Yakovleva has helped me in countless meetings with veterans and also provided valuable additional material from her own interview transcripts. Caroline Walton has assisted with translations of Red Army letters, memoirs and poetry. Further acknowledgements are to be found in the Endnotes, but I would particularly like to thank Andrei Toom, grandson of Soviet war correspondent and poet Pavel Antokolsky, for making his entire family archive available to me.

Antokolsky’s poem ‘Son’ commemorated the loss of his own son’s life in battle. It also spoke for a generation mutilated by war – facing a level of hardship and suffering hard to imagine in the West. In Total War I want to evoke the story of this loss, on the hard road from Stalingrad from Berlin. Without this sacrifice, Nazi Germany would never have been vanquished.
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Timeline

1941

22 June: Hitler launches Operation Barbarossa – German invasion of the Soviet Union. The Führer’s allies, Italy and Romania, declare war on Russia.

26–27 June: Finland and Hungary also declare war on Soviet Union.

28 June: Germans capture Minsk, capital of Belorussia.

8 July: 290,000 Red Army soldiers surrounded south-west of Minsk.

28 August: Tallinn, capital of Estonia, falls to Wehrmacht.

8 September: Leningrad cut off from rest of Soviet Union.

16 September: Germans encircle 665,000 Soviet troops near Kiev.

17 September: Compulsory military training introduced for all males in Soviet Union between ages of 16 and 50.

2 October: Germans launch Operation Typhoon – assault on Moscow.

13 October: Twin encirclement battles of Bryansk and Vyazma – Wehrmacht captures another 750,000 prisoners.

19 October: State of siege proclaimed in Moscow.

13–15 November: After delays caused by autumn rainy season, German offensive against Soviet capital resumes.

27 November: Advance units of Wehrmacht less than 30 km from Moscow.

5–6 December: German advance is halted and Soviet counter-offensive begins.

19 December: Hitler appoints himself commander-in-chief of the Wehrmacht.

1942

8 January: Red Army launches general offensive along entire front.

3 February: Germans encircle Soviet Twenty-Ninth Army near Rzhev.

8 February: Soviet Thirty-Third Army surrounded at Yukhnov.

19 March: Russian Second Shock Army encircled in Volkhov pocket.

20 April: End of Soviet general offensive. Germans pushed back up to 320 km from Moscow, but front stays intact.

16 May: Collapse of Red Army forces in Crimea – 176,000 casualties.

29 May: Battle of Kharkov ends with 230,000 Soviet casualties.

28 June: German Army Group South begins Operation Blue.

2 July: Soviet Second Shock Army destroyed at Volkhov – 33,000 casualties.

28 July: Stalin issues Order 227 – ‘Not a Step Back!’ order.

23 August: German Sixth Army reaches Volga north of Stalingrad. Richthofen’s Eighth Air Fleet bombs city.

26 August: General Georgi Zhukov appointed Deputy Supreme Commander of Red Army.

14 September: Germans reach centre of Stalingrad.

30 September: Wehrmacht resumes advance in Caucasus.

14 October: German offensive at Stalingrad splits Soviet Sixty-Second Army in two.

6 November: Failure of last Wehrmacht attempt to reach Caucasus oilfields.

11 November: Final German assault at Stalingrad – Soviet 138th Rifle Division is cut off on Volga embankment.

19 November: Soviet South-Western and Don Fronts launch northern pincer of Stalingrad counter-offensive, Operation Uranus.

20 November: Soviet Stalingrad Front launches southern pincer of counter-offensive.

23 November: Red Army troops meet at Kalach surrounding German and Romanian forces at Stalingrad.

12 December: Field Marshal Erich von Manstein launches attempt to relieve Stalingrad.

24 December: German relief effort fails.

1943

10 January: Soviet forces launch Operation Saturn, or Ring, reduction of Stalingrad pocket.

18 January: Red Army breaks German blockade of Leningrad and establishes land route to city.

31 January: Commander of German Sixth Army, newly promoted Field Marshal Friedrich Paulus, surrenders to Red Army.

2 February: All German resistance in Stalingrad ceases.

12–15 March: Manstein recaptures Kharkov.

15 April: Hitler issues directive for ‘Citadel’ offensive against Kursk salient.

5 July: German Army Groups Centre and South commence Operation Citadel.

10 July: Allied landings in Sicily.

12 July: Great tank battle at Prokhorovka. Result is inconclusive, but following day Hitler abandons Operation Citadel.

5 August: Orel and Belgorod recaptured by Red Army.

23 August: Soviet forces take Kharkov, bringing Kursk counter-offensive to an end.

22 September: Bukrin bridgehead established on River Dnieper.

14 October: Zaporozhye regained by Soviet forces and its giant dam saved from demolition.

6 November: Kiev falls to Red Army.

28 November–1 December: The Tehran Conference – first meeting of the ‘big three’: Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin.

1944

27 January: Siege of Leningrad finally ended.

16 February: Fighting at Korsun (Ukraine) culminates with about 50,000 Germans killed, another 18,000 captured.

1 March: German troops pushed back 210 km from Leningrad.

19 March: Soviet Sixty-Fifth Army discovers ‘typhoid camps’ at Ozarichi.

26 March: Red Army troops reach Romanian border.

10 April: Odessa recaptured.

9 May: Liberation of Sevastopol.

22 June: Operation Bagration launched against German Army Group Centre.

3 July: Minsk recaptured by Red Army.

23 July: Soviet forces liberate extermination camp at Majdanek, near Lublin.

28 July: First Belorussian Front reaches River Vistula near Warsaw.

1 August: Polish Home Army launches Warsaw Uprising.

23 August: Romania renounces alliance with Germany.

5 September: Finland agrees to ceasefire with Soviet Union.

9 October: First Baltic Front cuts Army Group North off in Courland.

16–22 October: Third Belorussian Front enters East Prussia.

7 November: Second Ukrainian Front reaches south-eastern suburbs of Budapest.

1945

12 January: First Belorussian and First Ukrainian Fronts open Vistula–Oder offensive.

27 January: Red Army liberates Auschwitz.

4–11 February: Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin meet at Yalta Conference.

22 February: German garrison at Poznan surrenders.

6–9 April: Red Army storms Königsberg.

16 April: First Belorussian Front attacks German defence line on Seelow Heights.

21 April: Soviet forces enter suburbs of Berlin.

30 April: Hitler commits suicide. Red Army assault groups fight their way into Reichstag.

2 May: Berlin garrison surrenders.

8 May: German Armed Forces surrender unconditionally at Karlshorst.

9 May: Army Group North surrenders in Courland.


Introduction

I AM STANDING on Poklonnaya Hill, looking at the Museum of the Great Patriotic War in Moscow. Ahead of me is the main victory monument, a granite obelisk depicting scenes from the conflict. Its design has breathtaking boldness. It is 141.8 metres high, symbolizing the 1,418 days and nights of the war. At the 100-metre mark is a flying, winged figure. It is Nika, the goddess of victory. She holds a garland of glory in her right hand; two bronze victory angels sound victory trumpets at her feet. I am struck by its religious theme. The monument and museum were created four years after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the communist state. They honour the fiftieth anniversary of the ending of the Second World War in the west and the victory over Nazi Germany. A terrifying evil was destroyed. At the foot of the monument is a bronze statue of St George, striking at a coiled dragon with his spear.

Inside the museum are a mass of halls and a formidable array of exhibitions. Beautifully painted dioramas illustrate key battles and sieges of the war. But it is the Hall of Memory that I return to. The lighting is subdued and Mozart’s Requiem plays softly in the background. The walls are reddish-brown – the colour of human blood. A white marble figure is bowed in sorrow and grief. Thousands of crystal pendants hang from the ceiling. They symbolize tears – crying for the dead of the Great Patriotic War. There were 27 million of them, soldiers and civilians. The suffering was unimaginable.

Every year on 22 June, the anniversary of the war’s beginning, veterans gather here in a candlelit ceremony to honour the dead. It was a war on a vast scale, and one that made colossal demands on its participants. Vladimir Hotenkov was a country lad who couldn’t stand the sight of blood. ‘When my mother asked me to kill a hen, I just couldn’t do it,’ he said. But faced by a terrible invader, the hitherto squeamish Hotenkov found incredible resilience. In 1943, at Kursk, German tanks ‘ironed’ his trench, rolling over it, then reversing to bury its defenders in the collapsed earth. Hotenkov summoned the will to push his way out of the clay soil. Astounded soldiers in the next trench (about to be ‘ironed’ themselves) remember him clambering out, clutching two Molotov cocktails, and blowing up their assailant.

Russian soldiers were expected to stand and fight: penalties for unauthorized retreat were severe. With the ending of the communist regime, many veterans are frank about this. Jacob Studenikov manned a lone machine gun against a company of advancing Germans at Ponyri, on Kursk’s northern salient. When asked about his heroism, he retorted: ‘What was I supposed to do? If I surrendered to the Germans I would die anyway; if I tried to retreat, I would end up before a military tribunal.’ Then came a glimpse of something else beneath his cynicism. He added forcefully: ‘I was fighting for my own land.’

The 22nd of June 2011 is the seventieth anniversary of the Great Patriotic War’s beginning, and the last major anniversary that many of these veterans will see. I follow their story from Stalingrad, where the tide of war turned, to Berlin, where that war ended. Soviet lieutenant Anatoly Mereshko described a vital change of mood at Stalingrad, where slogans such as ‘Not a Step Back!’ and ‘There is no Land for us beyond the Volga!’ took on a meaning, both emotional and spiritual, far beyond defence of the communist state: ‘We were no longer fighting for a city, but for each little piece of land, every bush and river,’ Mereshko said. He fought all the way to the Reichstag, and was present in the room where the surrender of Berlin took place.

Standing in the Hall of Memory, amid its hanging crystal tears, I struggle to comprehend the scale of it all. ‘This was a brutalizing war’, veteran Mikhail Shinder acknowledged, ‘that brought out the very best and the very worst human beings are capable of.’ We now know the very worst about the Red Army – its killings, lootings and rapes. We know less about the horror it faced and the bravery of many of its soldiers. The victory over Nazi Germany was a tarnished one. But we did not have to endure what the Red Army endured. On this seventieth anniversary I want to rekindle its human experience through letters, diaries and personal testimonies – ‘the dark poetry of the war’, as one veteran put it. I want to portray its suffering – what the troops saw and encountered. And above all, I want to honour the bravery of the vast majority of its soldiers. Their struggle and eventual victory over Nazi Germany must never be forgotten.


1
A Year of Living Dangerously

ON 22 JUNE 1942 the war between Germany and the Soviet Union was one year old. For a year, millions of soldiers on either side had fought a series of massive battles. The toll in casualties was on an unimaginable scale. And no end to the war was in sight.

As the first anniversary of the war approached, Pavel Antokolsky said goodbye to his son Vladimir at Moscow’s Kiev Station. It was a beautiful June morning. For an hour they had walked together in the square in front of the railway station. They strolled up and down, making small talk. Vladimir was eighteen, had completed his period of military training and was now leaving for the front. As the time for departure approached, Antokolsky felt his son becoming more distant. Both became aware of it at the same time, and Vladimir turned to his father apologetically. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I seem to have picked up the habit of instantly switching to another time and place.’ His comrades were already gathering on the station platform ahead of him. Then his voice changed. ‘Father,’ he continued, ‘let’s say goodbye like men’. The two solemnly shook hands, and Vladimir strode forward to join his fellow soldiers. He turned, smiled, and waved his cap – before disappearing into the throng.

Later that day Antokolsky wrote in his diary: ‘At seven in the morning I saw my little boy off at Kiev Station. Towards the appointed hour there converged from all sides many like him, young men with identical black collar tabs. All of them seemed splendid lads. They were accompanied by solemn fathers and mothers, hushed and pale. Some of the soldiers, a very few, were seen off by girls with branches of lilac blossom. We went out on to the platform. With a roar, the company descended upon the empty green wagons of a suburban train – like a school party on an excursion.’ At the moment of departure Antokolsky had struggled to keep his composure, and somehow his son instinctively sensed it. ‘The train began to move, faster and faster,’ the father concluded, ‘and for one last time I glimpsed the pale, delicate and distraught face of my dear child.’

Antokolsky, a war correspondent, well knew the costs of the terrible struggle with Germany and the danger his son would face. A year earlier, in the summer months of 1941, the German Wehrmacht had carried all before it, winning a series of dazzling victories against demoralized Soviet forces. The enemy’s mood was one of heady euphoria as town after town fell to their advance, swathes of territory were annexed and hundreds of thousands of prisoners taken. They had launched a surprise offensive against a country with which they had signed a non-aggression pact. Bewildered Russians, caught by surprise by an attack no one had expected, struggled to contain their opponent’s advance.

Hitler’s original intention had been to defeat the Soviet Union in one swift military operation. His Barbarossa plan envisaged the destruction of the Red Army close to the frontier, after which fast-moving German motorized formations would strike deep into the country’s hinterland. The final objective was ‘the attainment of a line sealing off Asiatic Russia, running from the Volga River to Archangel’. Three army groups were deployed: a northern one, which would take Leningrad; a central one, which would capture Moscow – the seizure of the Soviet Union’s capital city being regarded as a crucial political and military objective – and a southern one, to occupy the Ukraine. The German High Command had planned a single, unremitting campaign – to be concluded within three to four months.

The first week of the war was devastating for the Soviet Union. Much of their air force was destroyed on the ground. Armies were surrounded or forced into desperate retreat. The chain of command seemed to be dissolving in chaos.

‘What do I remember about the first week of the war?’ said Red Army artilleryman Alexander Goncharov. ‘The dead bodies lying by the side of the road. The burning wheat fields and the rising black smoke, that completely blotted out the sky. As we retreated I saw a soldier hanging out of a vehicle on a blown-up bridge. Near by lay a wounded border guard – face down in a pool of blood. From the bubbles in the pool I could tell that he was still alive. I turned him over on his back so he could breathe more easily. Did the medics come by to pick him up later? Who knows?’

‘It was a dismal picture,’ said Soviet private Georgi Semenyak. ‘Bombing, shooting, artillery fire continued non-stop.’ As Semenyak’s unit – the 204th Rifle Division – began to pull back from the frontier, German planes strafed the retreating soldiers. A flood of soldiers and civilians streamed eastwards. Officers abandoned their men, hitching rides on departing military vehicles. ‘By the time we reached Minsk, we were left virtually leaderless,’ said Semenyak. ‘There was nothing we could do to defend ourselves against the German onslaught.’

More than 250,000 Red Army troops – more than eleven divisions – were encircled at Minsk. Alarming reports from fleeing refugees and soldiers were creating a mood of panic. ‘The retreat is in danger of turning into a rout,’ Panteleimon Ponomarenko, the head of the Belorussian Communist Party, warned Stalin. ‘The soldiers are exhausted. And the fear of encirclement is so great that some formations collapse under the first enemy bombardment. Troops run off into the forest – or simply drop their weapons and go home.’ To assuage these fears, and provide some reassurance, on 3 July Stalin spoke to the Soviet nation by radio. He warned: ‘Above all it is essential that our people understand the immensity of the danger that threatens our country. The enemy is cruel and implacable. He is out to seize our lands, our grain and oil … The issue is one of life and death for our Soviet state, whether our people shall remain free or fall into slavery.’ And the Soviet leader emphasized: ‘This cannot be considered an ordinary war. For it is far more than a series of engagements between armies. It is the struggle of our entire people against German Fascism.’

Stalin had every reason to adopt a serious tone. He had promised the Soviet people that they would never have to endure a war on their own territory. The army would guard the frontier vigilantly and any enemy incursion would be swiftly dealt with. The reality was somewhat different. By mid-July German forces had pushed between 650 and 800 kilometres into the Soviet Union. Red Army defences had been breached on all sections of the front. In the north, German troops had occupied Lithuania, Latvia and most of Estonia and had reached the River Luga, only 112 kilometres from Leningrad. In the centre, the Wehrmacht was encircling Smolensk. In the south, the Germans and their allies the Romanians were advancing into the Ukraine and menacing Odessa. Despite these hammer blows, the Russians kept fighting.

After a period of initial shock, Stalin gathered himself, and appointed an able commander – Marshal Semyon Timoshenko – to try to halt the enemy’s onslaught. Timoshenko reorganized Red Army defences and stiffened morale and discipline in the central sector of the front, astride the Smolensk–Moscow motor highway. In early August the pace of the German advance briefly slowed. Their armies began experiencing logistical problems, with lines of communication and supply overstretched and their vehicles experiencing wear and tear. But their military strength remained formidable. General Heinz Guderian – one of the Wehrmacht’s best commanders and the architect of Blitzkrieg, ‘lightning war’, swung his Panzers past Smolensk, defeated the Soviet 28th Army and established a bridgehead at Roslavl, in readiness for a full-scale assault on Moscow.

As the Germans pushed deep into Russia, Antokolsky’s son Vladimir had been thrust from school graduation into hastily digging anti-tank ditches with other members of the Komsomol, the communist youth league. At the beginning there had been a sense of unreality about it all. The weather was sunny – the youngsters were digging by the Dnieper river north-east of the city of Smolensk. A cheerful camaraderie prevailed. But the Germans captured Smolensk at the end of July. The workforce was pulled back – and fresh defences were constructed further east, at Roslavl. By August, the Germans had breached them. The Komsomol detachment was recalled to Moscow. As the crisis worsened, Vladimir was called up and sent beyond the Ural mountains, to Alma-Ata, to train to be an air force pilot.

A major disagreement now broke out between Hitler and his generals over how to continue the invasion of the Soviet Union. Field Marshal Walther Brauchitsch – head of the German army – and Field Marshal von Bock – commander of Army Group Centre – wanted to launch a full-scale attack on Moscow. Hitler decided against this plan, instead diverting his forces south, into the Ukraine.

On 8 September the German Army Group North took up siege positions around the city of Leningrad. In the centre the situation was now static. To the south, the Germans achieved a huge encirclement of Red Army forces around Kiev. It was the Wehrmacht’s greatest encirclement victory of the war – and more than 650,000 Soviet soldiers were killed or captured.

Red Army artilleryman Anatoly Khonyak was one of those taken prisoner by the Germans. ‘We were force-marched more than eighty miles in terrible heat to a concentration camp at Kremenchug,’ he recalled.

We received no food or water, and those who were wounded or too weak to carry on were immediately shot. About a third of the prisoners had been killed before we even reached the camp. Our living conditions were squalid and the camp routine cruel and sadistic. Once I heard the sound of shooting, and saw some German officers had ordered a few of our POWs to climb a tree. Then they stood around and shot at them for target practice. On another occasion, a small group of prisoners unsuccessfully attempted to escape. They lined us all up and shot every fourth person. By this time I was in such a state that I just wanted an end to it all – I couldn’t stand it any more. But I was only third in line so I missed an execution – I remember feeling really aggrieved about it!



During the first months of the war, with the Red Army in steady retreat, the Germans would capture millions of Soviet soldiers. At one time, the Soviet Union had refused to sign several international conventions on the humane treatment of prisoners of war, but once the war started, Stalin declared his willingness to be bound by them. Stalin’s gesture was evidently reluctant, since in August 1941 he also issued his notorious Order No. 270, which forbade Red Army soldiers to surrender voluntarily and was often interpreted as an order never to be captured, regardless of the circumstances. The Germans, however, now ignored Stalin’s pronouncement on humane treatment of POWs; instead, Nazi propaganda used the Soviet Union’s failure to sign the Third Geneva Convention of 1929 as an excuse to mistreat captured Red Army soldiers. Herded together in concentration camps, they would face a terrible fate: starvation, lack of shelter, filth and abusive guards.

But underneath such German opportunism lay the pitiless Nazi ideology of racial superiority. The war in the east was portrayed as a war against subhumans, the Untermensch, in which the Slavs and above all the Jews were singled out for particularly vicious treatment. German private Heinz Postenrieder, advancing into the northern Ukraine with the 134th Infantry Division, noted: ‘The Jews have all been finished off here – in the most terrible fashion.’ On 19 September, German troops entered the Ukraine’s capital, Kiev. Ten days later, all the city’s Jews were assembled and marched out to the ravine of Babi Yar. One of Kiev’s inhabitants, Irina Khorushunova, wrote in her diary: ‘We still don’t know what they did to the Jews. There are terrifying rumours … but they are impossible to believe. Only one thing seems clear: all their documents, possessions, food have been confiscated. Then they are chased into Babi Yar and there … I don’t know. I only know one thing: there is something terrible, horrible, going on, something inconceivable – that cannot be understood, grasped or explained.’

At the beginning of October Hitler’s forces stood poised to make one last assault, on Moscow – the Russian capital – and it seemed that success here might end the war. Two further encirclement victories at Vyazma and Bryansk killed or captured nearly three-quarters of a million Soviet soldiers. Red Army troops were overwhelmed by the scale of the calamity. ‘We should simply stop fighting,’ said one private in the Soviet Sixteenth Army after the Vyazma disaster. ‘Our generals shouted that we were going to defeat the enemy on his own soil,’ complained another. ‘Well – it has turned out quite the opposite.’ ‘The road to Moscow was now open,’ said Soviet tank man Alexander Bodnar, ‘and we had so little left to stop the Germans with – it was terrifying. We thought they could be in the capital in three days.’

Moscow’s defence was now entrusted to the Soviet Union’s best commander, General Georgi Zhukov. Zhukov had to win time, so that fresh reinforcements could be brought up to the Soviet capital. The Red Army made a desperate stand at Borodino, on the Smolensk–Moscow highway, on the site of the great battle against Napoleon’s Grande Armée in 1812.

‘We used the Bagration flêches, the same arrow-shaped redoubts that General Bagration had erected against Napoleon,’ Bodnar continued.

We positioned our tanks behind these earthwork fortifications, with their guns pointing through the apertures. On the first days fighting we lost six tanks – mine was covered in large dents. German infantry nearly stormed our position. I opened up on them from close range with my tank’s machine gun. Their greatcoats were unbuttoned – and as I opened fire shreds from their coats, flecked in blood, flew up into the air like sparrows.



Alexander Bodnar’s 20th Tank Brigade had been equipped with some of the new Soviet tanks – the T-34s and KVs – whose heavy front armour was causing the German Panzers problems. ‘Our smaller tanks burned like candles, but the enemy struggled against our T-34s and KVs,’ Bodnar said. At the start of Hitler’s invasion, the Wehrmacht’s intelligence had no knowledge that these tanks even existed. Another surprise was the Soviet multiple rocket launcher – nicknamed by Red Army soldiers the ‘Katyusha’ – which was again deployed in strength at Borodino. The Germans had little information on the scale of Russia’s technological proficiency and industrial capacity.

Yet after four days of terrible fighting, Soviet forces had to retreat. ‘The Germans finally brought up reinforcements and infiltrated our position,’ Bodnar said. But the retreat did not turn into a rout. Zhukov marshalled his forces with considerable skill, and Russian soldiers – galvanized by the threat against their capital – fought with desperate courage. Now, in mid-October, the weather conditions dramatically deteriorated, and the German offensive suddenly lost its momentum – becoming bogged down in the autumn mud, as torrential rain turned the roads into quagmires. Temperatures dropped rapidly, yet the German High Command had made no provision for winter clothing or equipment. Hitler and his generals had grievously underestimated Russia.

On 7 November Stalin chose to hold the traditional military parade on Moscow’s Red Square. It was a signal act of defiance, with some German units only 48 kilometres from the capital. The Soviet leader had now resolved to hold the city at all costs, and Stalin’s High Command threw everything it could against the enemy. For those undergoing training further east, conditions were chaotic. On 19 November Vladimir Antokolsky wrote to his father: ‘Our instruction course has not yet begun. We are told it will start soon – but the situation is totally confused. It seems I am to be enrolled as an air force pilot; but tomorrow – who knows?’ The cadets still had not been assigned a dormitory and were sleeping on the floor, but Vladimir felt uneasy relaying news of such small hardships with his father still in the capital. ‘Conditions in Moscow must be incomparably harsher,’ he added, ‘with the cold and food shortages. At least here I always have something to eat.’

At the beginning of December 1941, some German forces were within 32 kilometres of the Russian capital, and their advance units believed they could see the domes of the Kremlin gleaming in the winter sun. But these men were not to reach the Russian capital. On 3 December Captain Wilhelm Hosenfeld – a Wehrmacht staff officer in German-occupied Warsaw – wrote: ‘The battle for Moscow is reaching its climax. Our troops are still inching forward, but I do not believe they will take the city. The supply difficulties have become insuperable.’ Hosenfeld – a liaison officer, well informed about military events – was becoming disillusioned by the cost of the war in the east, stating: ‘In this war, millions of young lives have now been sacrificed for the supposed good of our nation.’

Hosenfeld was shocked by the brutality underlying Hitler’s race propaganda. He found the mistreatment of Soviet POWs abhorrent: ‘We leave them to starve to death in their thousands,’ he said. ‘Our behaviour is cruel and inhumane, and will do untold damage to our cause.’

By early December 1941, with the German army on Moscow’s doorstep, occupied territory contained nearly 40 per cent of the Soviet Union’s entire population, most of the wheat-producing area of the Ukraine, the coal of the Donetz Basin – and vast supplies of raw materials and food. Millions of Soviet people now lived under German control. But Hitler’s Barbarossa plan had not come to fruition. In the north, besieged Leningrad was enduring terrible hardship, with hundreds of thousands of its citizens dying of starvation, yet still held out against the enemy. In the south, Soviet forces had successfully counter-attacked at Rostovon-Don.

At Moscow, the Red Army had fought the Germans to a standstill. Its initial retreat had not escalated into mass flight. Time had been won to evacuate vital industries east, beyond the Ural mountains, and to redeploy fresh troops from the Soviet Far East in front of the Russian capital. German hopes for a lightning campaign had been dashed.

On 6 December Hitler’s soldiers received their first major blow. In temperatures dropping below –30 degrees Celsius, Soviet armies around Moscow launched a powerful counter-offensive, pushing back the invader. Hitler’s forces struggled in hellish winter conditions, jettisoning masses of equipment, which no longer functioned in the extreme cold – and suffering terrible casualties.

For the first time, the Führer’s European Blitzkrieg had failed – there would be no easy victory in Russia. And the scope of the war was widening. On 7 December the Japanese attacked the US Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor. Four days later Hitler also declared war on America. As he did so, his armies were pulling back from Moscow. It was the Wehrmacht’s first defeat.

The Soviet Union’s successful defence of its capital was an astonishing achievement but one bought at a terrible price. ‘The struggle with Fascist Germany cannot be called an ordinary war’, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin had proclaimed, and in the first six months of that war the Red Army lost over 2,760,000 soldiers killed, missing or taken prisoner and a vast array of military equipment. The Germans did not think it possible for a country to sustain such losses and keep fighting. But somehow Russia held on, and now it was counter-attacking the enemy – although that counter-attack drew upon the last of reserves of its strength.

‘The German army near Moscow is now in a terrible state,’ noted Lieutenant Fyodor Sverdlov, a company commander in the Soviet 19th Rifle Brigade. ‘The confidence of the summer and autumn has evaporated. Instead, we find frostbitten soldiers struggling to keep warm, wrapped in woollen kerchiefs stolen from old women in villages. We will push forward, and try to kill as many of them as possible.’ An angry and disillusioned Hitler – unable to accept military failure – sacked Field Marshal Walther von Brauchitsch and took command of the German army himself. It made little difference.

In the early new year Vladimir Antokolsky was transferred to a military school at Fergana in northern Uzbekistan. His training as an air force pilot had been jettisoned, followed – a couple of weeks later – by training as an aircraft mechanic. With Russian troops moving forward again, the need was now for artillerymen. Antokolsky would be a gunner in the Red Army. On 16 January 1942 he wrote to his father: ‘Everything is OK. Finally – after months of a nomadic existence – I have started regular classes. And I even have my own bed to sleep in!’

The German army was now in full retreat. On 22 January 1942 German captain Wilhelm Hosenfeld wrote: ‘Each Wehrmacht bulletin brings fresh reports of heavy fighting all along the front. The Red Army is attacking us continuously, from Petersburg to the Crimea … It is incredible that the Soviet forces are launching a major offensive against us in the coldest part of the winter. They are pushing hard, not allowing us any time to recover.’

As the Germans pulled back, and countless towns and villages were liberated, evidence was unearthed of the atrocities committed by the invader against the civilian population. ‘I have seen some of the places occupied by the Fascist beasts,’ Soviet artilleryman Mikhail Volkov wrote to his wife in February 1942. ‘Whatever they write in the newspapers, the reality is much worse. I have seen burnt-out towns and villages, corpses of women and children, inhabitants whose every belonging has been plundered. These terrible sights have strongly affected me – and all my soldiers.’

Pavel Antokolsky – hearing of one incident during the enemy’s retreat – was inspired to compose a patriotic poem about it. In ‘The Ballad of an Unknown Boy’ a young Russian witnesses the murder of his mother and sister by the SS. The boy escapes, and wanders in a desolate landscape of burnt-out villages. He is assailed by despair, but does not succumb to it. In this cruel war, the boy grows into a man, and takes revenge. As the Germans pull back he lies in wait by the side of the road, and flings a grenade into a passing staff car, killing all its occupants. Although no one knows the boy’s identity, his act of heroism inspires countless others.

Stalin now became overambitious, ordering his forces to keep pressing forward, and not allowing Red Army units time to rest and recover. ‘After the initial success of our counter-offensive, our High Command believed the Germans would simply run away from Moscow in panic,’ commented Soviet platoon commander Georgi Osadchinsky. ‘Well – that just didn’t happen. The Germans were retreating, but they did not lose their will to resist. And as we outstripped our supply lines we suffered greater and greater losses.’ Osadchinsky was disturbed by the needless assaults, the unnecessary casualties and the loss of battle-hardened soldiers and officers who could not easily be replaced.

‘Our understanding of modern warfare has been shown up,’ Soviet lieutenant Leonid Bobrov wrote honestly from the Leningrad front on 12 February 1942. Hopes of breaking the German siege of Leningrad – with a fresh offensive under General Mereshkov – had also been dashed. ‘The enemy has shown skill and resourcefulness,’ Bobrov continued. ‘He uses the terrain well, and constructs good defensive positions. When we advance too far, he sets traps for us, encircling our forces. There is no substitute for professional expertise – and we do not have enough. We have to face reality here – not shut our eyes to it.’

In the early spring of 1942, the front stabilized. Both sides were now exhausted. In the aftermath of the titanic battle for Moscow – which saw a ferocious German assault met by an equally fearsome Soviet counter-attack – neither side had won the decisive victory it hoped for. As the war entered its second year, Hitler and Stalin made fresh plans and raised new armies.

Vladimir Antokolsky’s training was progressing well. As spring approached, his letters were upbeat. ‘The classes are straightforward,’ he informed his father, ‘and I will not need to do specialist courses in mathematics and optics. A little theory and plenty of practice will be quite sufficient. It won’t be long before your son will be commanding his own artillery battery.’ On 8 May he relayed good news. ‘Today I passed all my exams.’ Antokolsky had become an artillery lieutenant in the Red Army, and was strongly motivated to start fighting for his country. ‘As you can see,’ he told his father, ‘a transitional stage in my life has now passed. Soon I will be engaged more responsibly and productively.’

Several weeks later, Antokolsky left Fergana, and on the morning of 8 June was briefly reunited with his father in Moscow before proceeding to the front. It was a moment etched on the father’s memory. ‘A bright, cloudless, sunny day,’ Pavel Antokolsky recorded. ‘To my intense pride, I found a grown man standing before me, quiet, dignified and self-assured.’ The two chatted together in front of Moscow’s Kiev Station, the son sensitive and considerate towards his father and excited to be joining his fellow Red Army fighters.

After Vladimir boarded the train, they exchanged final glances and the father saw – or found himself believing that he saw – a shadow fall across the face of this optimistic, determined young man. Then the train pulled out of the station.

The troops disembarked at Kaluga, 160 kilometres south-west of Moscow, and then undertook a series of marches. On 13 June Vladimir sent a first postcard: ‘I am writing this by the fireside as we heat up some porridge,’ he began. ‘We are still looking for our forward position, but no one seems to know its whereabouts. Occasionally, gunfire can be heard in the distance, but all is generally calm and peaceful.’ On 18 June he wrote at more length.

Dear Dad, All is well. At last, our gun battery is in position – after 10 days, we have finally reached the front line. Everyone is bustling around. The sound of artillery fire is constant, but it doesn’t bother me in the slightest. We have a good defensive position. The troops we are joining are excellent, the dugouts well-constructed and comfortable … This evening we are cooking a big meal with a whole host of ingredients, potatoes, meat and cabbage, in a large cast-iron pot … Well that’s all for now. Do write as often as possible – mail delivery is running pretty smoothly. I embrace you warmly, Your Son.



German fortunes, however, were once more in the ascendant. On 22 June 1942 Leningrad citizen Nikolai Gorshkov recorded: ‘Today is the anniversary of the beginning of the war – ten months from when the enemy first reached our city. He is still firmly entrenched around us.’ Alexei Vinokurov added: ‘In cinemas, when the movie finishes the police check everyone’s papers. Many are stopped in the street and questioned. They are trying to round up anyone dodging conscription. A friend of mine was ordered to join the army yesterday, even though his application had previously been rejected on grounds of poor health.’ The Red Army was suffering a serious manpower shortage.

Officially conscription began at the age of eighteen, but in the summer of 1942 seventeen-year-olds were also being called up. Vinokurov recalled a particular episode: ‘A little chap came up to me and asked me for a light. I said to him “You’re a bit young to be starting smoking”. He looked at me, then responded “I’m seventeen today – and I’ve just been ordered to join the army”.’ Vinokurov was utterly taken aback. Yet he was struck by the increasingly vague tone of Soviet news reports, as if something important was being held back. ‘Oh how little do we really know about what is going on around us,’ he lamented. ‘Our information bulletins only talk about trivia – they rejoice in small successes of our soldiers or partisans, but do not say anything about the bigger picture – what is really happening in this war.’

There was good reason not to talk about the bigger picture, for in the late spring of 1942 the Soviet Union had suffered a fresh series of defeats. At Lyuban, the Soviet Second Shock Army – which had been attempting to break the siege of Leningrad – was itself surrounded and defeated by the Germans. Further south, a Soviet offensive at Kharkov was encircled and destroyed and some quarter of a million soldiers were killed or taken prisoner. To add to this dismal picture, Red Army forces were also routed in the Crimea. The hapless infantry of the Soviet Fifty-First Army were ordered to attack ceaselessly well-fortified German positions. Here 176,000 Soviet soldiers died in a mere twelve days. ‘The land was strewn with corpses,’ remembered Russian war journalist Konstantin Simonov. ‘The massacre took place on an open, muddy, absolutely barren field.’ Then the supply system collapsed. Soviet artilleryman Mikhail Borisov recalled how his unit – without food for two weeks – was reduced to scavenging for scraps of horsemeat. The guns had pitifully few shells – and were only able to fire twice a day.

As it struggled against the might of the Wehrmacht, the Soviet Union received military aid from both Britain and America. American deliveries to Russia under the Lend-Lease agreement used Arctic convoys – which sailed to the Soviet ports of Murmansk and Archangel – the land corridor through Iran and the Pacific route to Vladivostock. Stalin’s regime was given tanks, planes, ammunition and explosives – and with 1,523 Soviet factories evacuated beyond the Urals in the first six months of the German invasion, and struggling to recover their output, this help was important. US assistance with army transport was particularly valuable: the American Studebaker truck was superior to anything the Russians could produce and thousands were being delivered. But in the actual fighting, the Red Army still bore a crippling burden. From the beginning of the Moscow counter-offensive in December 1941 to the end of May 1942 more than 1,200,000 of its soldiers were killed or taken prisoner, bringing its total losses from the beginning of the war to around four million. This was a staggering figure, and Stalin and his generals knew that the burden would only lessen when the Western Allies opened up a Second Front, by landing a large force in German-occupied France.

Holding the military initiative once more, Hitler’s attention was now fixed firmly on the south. He wanted to capture the Caucasus, win the Soviet Union’s vital oil reserves and take the city of Stalingrad – Stalin’s namesake city on the River Volga, a major communications centre.

The Soviet High Command had not anticipated this new plan. It believed that the Germans would resume their offensive on Moscow. Southern Russia was seen as a safe haven, and they had begun to evacuate civilians, particularly children, to its major cities. As Alexei Vinokurov bemoaned the plight of Leningrad, twelve-year-old Galina Rusanova was preparing to leave the city. She had longed for such an opportunity, for in the terrible winter of 1941/42 mass starvation had killed hundreds of thousands of her fellow inhabitants. ‘People were dying before our eyes,’ she remembered. ‘The food rations were pitiful – it seemed impossible to survive.’ But in the late spring of 1942 Rusanova was chosen for evacuation. Her new destination was far from the war, and seemingly safe – the city of Stalingrad, on the Volga river
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