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More lives were lost in the battle for Stalingrad (over a million), than in most previous wars. It was also the turning point of the Second World War: before it, the German army appeared unstoppable; after it, the Germans never won a major battle.

Russia’s allies, America, Britain and Canada among them, were not directly involved in the battle; however, had the Russians lost, the Germans would have remained in control in the east, the war would have been much longer and costlier and, perhaps, D-Day would not have been possible. We might live in a very different world today if Stalingrad had been the German victory that Hitler wanted. This is the story of a few soldiers, on both sides, who fought at Stalingrad.
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DISCOVERY

Saturday, December 25, 2004
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It’s winter in Volgograd and a gusting, knife-edged wind drives stinging ice crystals and small, hard snowflakes over the frozen Volga River. Around the building site, piles of earth and stacks of wood push blackly through the dirty snow like the sores of some leprous illness. Above, the heavy twilight sky threatens more snow.

Sergei Illyich Andropov draws his fur-lined parka tighter against the wind. He curses as he painfully bruises his shin on a protruding piece of angle iron.

What am I doing here? he asks himself. I’m too old for this kind of thing.

Sergei’s bones ache. All he wants to do is sleep. By this time on a Saturday he should be on his way home, fighting other commuters on overcrowded buses instead of stumbling over this treacherous ground.

He laughs ruefully. It’s Christmas Day most everywhere except in Russia, where people still follow the old Julian calendar. Here Christmas is still thirteen days away. Not that Sergei’s celebration would be that sumptuous. He has no money for luxuries, and home is a few square meters in a gray high-rise with a view across a narrow courtyard to an identical building. But at least it is somewhere he can keep warm for a few hours, and it is immeasurably better than when he was a kid during the war.

Sergei has lived all his life in this city. Born here seventy years ago, only ten years after the city changed its name from Tsaritsyn to Stalingrad, he has seen the great factories built, destroyed in the war and rebuilt. He has seen Stalingrad become Volgograd, after the mighty river that runs past it, and he has seen the Communists fall and capitalism take hold. Sergei shakes his head. The new capitalism—just another broken promise. At least the Communists looked after the old people—not well, but enough to keep them alive. Now they are on their own, not a profitable capitalist investment. That’s why Sergei is still working long after he should have retired. Why he is tramping across a building site on this bleak afternoon after the foreman called to say that his men had discovered two bodies during excavation.

Another lousy gangland killing, Sergei thinks bitterly. There’ll be a lot of paperwork and some fine-sounding platitudes about curbing organized crime; but nothing will be done and the crime will never be solved—too many people in high places are making too much money in bribes. It’s all a charade.

Sergei spits disgustedly into the snow. Ahead, a portable arc light has been set up, its harsh glow forming a circle on the ground around which a few workmen stand, smoking. One notices Sergei’s approach and comes to meet him.

“I’m the foreman, Yuri Andreavitch,” the man says without preliminaries. “I hope this won’t hold up work too long. We’ve got a tight schedule here and we’re already behind. There’ll be hell to pay if the foundations aren’t in before the frost gets too hard.”

Sergei nods listlessly. “Constable Andropov,” he mumbles. He doesn’t care about this man’s problems. “Let’s see the bodies.”

“They’re over here,” Andreavitch says, leading the way. “The digger opened up some kind of basement. They’re deep down and we didn’t know if you’d get here before dark, so we set up the light. Not that it shows much. But there’s two of them. Looks like they’ve been there for a while. Maybe it’s a job for the archaeology boys, but we thought we’d better call the cops first.”

Thanks very much. Sergei grimaces. His leg, where a wall had fallen on him more than sixty years ago, is aching from the cold and strain. He rubs the muscle distractedly.

“Kind of old for police work, aren’t you?” Andreavitch asks.

Sergei ignores him, and the ring of workers shuffles aside to let him through. At his feet is a large irregular hole. At the bottom, a black patch shows where the “basement room” is. That’ll be where the bodies are.

“Anybody have some light?” Sergei asks, hoping for a negative reply.

A large flashlight is passed forward. Sergei shines it experimentally into the hole. It has a good strong beam but doesn’t show much—some broken wooden rafters, what might once have been a table and a booted foot. Sergei sighs. There is no other way—he will have to go down.

He works his way into the hole, concentrating on his footing as he balances the heavy torch. He’s at the level of the basement before he can point the light at the reason he has had to drag out his old bones this afternoon. The grinning mummified face seems to leap forward in the dancing beam. Sergei recoils and the torch clatters to the ground at his feet.

“You okay?” a voice from above asks.

“Yeah!” Sergei answers angrily as he retrieves the light. He’s annoyed at himself. How many bodies has he seen in his career with the police? Hundreds, and many in a much worse state than this. Yet here he is reacting like a rookie.

The hole is irregular and no more than three meters in any direction. The roof is the angled, collapsed concrete floor of what had been the level above. Two walls are relatively smooth and define the corner of what was a large basement room—either of a factory or an apartment complex. The other walls and floor are irregular masses of collapsed debris.

A musty smell hovering in the cold air tells Sergei that this space has been sealed for a very long time. That would account for the preservation of the bodies.

The corpse that shocked Sergei is sitting propped up against a smooth wall. Brown parchment skin is stretched over the skull, revealing startlingly white teeth in a hideous grin. The black, empty eye sockets seem to stare, as if angry that the body’s long rest has been disturbed.

The corpse is dressed in rotted rags through which Sergei can glimpse white bone and withered brown tendon. A skeletal hand is draped over a rusted rifle. One leg is bent underneath the other, which sticks straight out and ends in the booted foot Sergei saw from above.

The second body lies on its side, legs crushed under a pile of bricks, hips oddly twisted. The corpse’s face has been worked at by some small rodent, and only patches of skin remain attached to the pale skull. There is a neat, round bullet hole near the top.

This is no recent gangland crime. It’s a much older drama.

“Well?” A voice intrudes from above. “Is this a police matter? Was there a murder here?”

Sergei pushes himself upright and squints into the light. “There were a million murders here.”

“What’d you say?”

“Nothing. No, this isn’t a police matter. Call the war graves people. They can take the bodies up to the memorial park on Mamaev Kurgan. Then you can get back to work.”

“Great. I was afraid there’d be some long story here.”

“Oh,” Sergei says, “there’s a story here, all right. Listen, I’ve got a couple of things I want to check out. I’m going to stay down here for a bit.”

“Please yourself. I’ve got better things to do.”

Footsteps move away and Sergei is left alone. Suddenly feeling very old and tired, he sits on a block of concrete and stares at the corpses. Half an hour ago, he was desperate to get home. Now he’s sitting in a dark hole with two very old bodies, breathing air and dust that have been trapped for more than half a century.

Ancient stories, homeless and drifting, swirl around Sergei, clamouring to be heard. Almost-forgotten images fill his head. In a bewildering instant, Stuka dive-bombers scream, and Katyusha rockets wail in his ears. The smell of countless corpses assaults his nostrils, and the thunder of artillery shakes the ground so hard that he has to reach out to reassure himself that the pile of rubble he sits on is real.

Sergei sees his mother now, standing amid the city’s ruins wearing an old greatcoat, her head wrapped in a thick woollen scarf. She is calling him away from some childish activity, “Sergei! Come here. You’ll get into trouble.” He smiles at the memory. He is eight years old, living in the midst of the greatest battle in human history. How can he get into any more trouble?

The shadows of the two bodies flicker and jump in Sergei’s flashlight beam. The skulls grin at him.

“Who are you?” Sergei asks.
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DAY 1

The Adventure Begins

Friday, June 19, 1942
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Conrad
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Conrad Zeitsler felt like a giant as he strolled through the ancient streets of Kharkov, seven hundred kilometres south of Moscow. He was almost a full head taller than his companion, but he held his back straight to squeeze every extra centimetre from his thin frame. In his freshly pressed black uniform with its silver insignia glinting in the spring sun, he looked like a large bird of prey. The impression was heightened by his long face, high, sharp cheekbones and hawk-like nose. His pale blue eyes darted back and forth as if he was hunting.

Beside him, his older brother, Josef, was built more like the sturdy, squat tanks the pair commanded. His head was crowned with an unruly mop of red hair, a throwback to some long-ago Celtic heritage. The hair, small nose and sleepy brown eyes made it difficult to believe that the two shared the same parents, yet they did. Conrad had inherited his father’s aristocratic bearing, which had stayed with the family generations after the estates in East Prussia had been sold off. Josef looked like their mother, a small, quick woman with an olive complexion more suited to a Mediterranean climate than the Black Forest, where she had grown up.

Kharkov had not been seriously damaged in the fighting the previous winter; walking between its stately buildings, the brothers could imagine that the war was a long way off. But the war was very close. Uniformed soldiers lounged everywhere, and rumbling columns of trucks and horse-drawn carts clogged the wide streets. The smell of frying sausage, gasoline and brick dust hung everywhere. An air of excited anticipation pervaded the occupying army—the great summer offensive that would end the war in the East was due to start in a few days, and despite the setbacks of the Russian winter offensives, expectations were high.

Germany’s war to conquer Europe was almost three years old. Already Poland, France, Holland, Belgium, Scandinavia and most of European Russia had fallen to Hitler’s armies led by the elite armoured divisions. Conrad, at eighteen, was too young to have been part of those offensives—the coming attack would be his first battle—but Josef, four years older, was already a veteran.

“Being tall may have some advantages,” Josef conceded, “but what about all those cuts and bruises you picked up in training? There’s not much room in a Panzer Mark IV tank, and armour plating isn’t goose down.”

“I know that only too well,” Conrad said. “But when I stand in my turret out on the flat steppe, I can see farther than you. I can spot a hidden gully or a camouflaged Russian antitank gun earlier.”

“True. But if I want to be taller, I can stand on a block of wood. To be shorter, you’d have to take a saw to your ankles.”

The pair laughed good-naturedly.

“A few bruises don’t matter,” Conrad went on. “We’ll finish the Russians off this year. They can’t have any reserves left after their losses last winter. We’ll be on the Volga River by August. Then it will all be over. We’ll control Europe, and Russia’s allies will be helpless. America is busy with the Japanese in the Pacific, and Britain will make peace. Simple.”

“Don’t be so sure, little brother. Everyone said the Russians were finished last October, and look at the hard fighting there has been since then. The Volga is a long way off.”

“But we are better equipped and better trained than the Ivans. Even if they have some reserves, we always beat them in open battle.”

“I don’t know. I can’t shake this bad feeling when I look at the maps and see how far we are from home. We travel for weeks and don’t seem to get anywhere.”

“But we will get somewhere this year. Stalingrad—Stalin’s own city on the Volga. Once we get there, we’ve won. Then we can go home.”

“You’re probably right.” Josef pulled himself out of his mood and gave Conrad a friendly punch on the arm. “It will be over this year, and we’ll be washing the dust off our clothes in the Volga long before winter.

“Look, I want to give you this.” Josef held out a black-and-white ribbon, from which hung a silver-bordered black medal—the Iron Cross First Class. It had been awarded to Josef and Conrad’s father in the Great War for “conspicuous bravery” in destroying a French machine-gun nest at Verdun in 1916.

When he was little, Conrad had loved to sneak into his parents’ bedroom, take the medal out of its silk-lined case and gaze at the imperial crown, the oak leaf cluster and the date, 1914, embossed on the cold metal. But the medal had come at a cost: his father had been shot in the chest, and the wound had become infected. He had survived, but throughout Conrad's childhood, his father had been unable even to climb a flight of stairs without gasping. While Conrad’s friends played sports and went hiking with their fathers, Conrad spent much of his time at home tending to an invalid.

Conrad occasionally wondered what his life would have been like if his father hadn’t returned home a wounded hero. Sometimes he found himself wishing he could exchange the medal and all that heroism for a whole father.

The Iron Cross had fallen to Josef, as the older son, when their father had eventually succumbed to his wound in the spring of 1938. Josef, who worshiped his father, had carried the medal through the victories of his war.

“But Father left it to you,” Conrad said.

“Yes, and I have treasured it. Often when we were in a tight spot these past three years, I’d take it out and think of Father’s war. I’ve always been grateful that we can drive over open country in tanks and don’t have to live like moles in dugouts and trenches. I think Father was a hero just to go through that war, never mind the machine-gun nest.

“Anyway, now I’ve seen and done a lot that Father could only imagine. You are starting out on this road, and I’m not so sure it will be as easy as you think. So take the medal. Keep it close and remember Father’s bravery when you get in a fix.”

“Thank you, Josef,” Conrad said, accepting the medal, “but only as a loan. I will return it to you after this campaign is over.”

“Fair enough.” Josef smiled.

Conrad was honoured that his brother was giving him something he held so precious, but the act also confused him. Shortly before his father had died, his mother was out working to supplement her husband’s pension and Conrad had spent the day tending his bedridden father. As he finally settled the old man for what he hoped would be a quiet night, his father suddenly grabbed Conrad’s arm. He had been very sick and his mind’s hold on reality wavered much of the time, but now his eyes were bright.

“Promise me something. When I die—not long now—I want you to throw away that damned medal.”

“Why?” Conrad had asked, bewildered.

“I should have tossed it years ago. Do you know what I see when I look at it?”

Conrad shook his head.

“I see the dead. I see the faces of the three machine gunners I killed.” His gaze drifted across the darkened room to something far away—or long ago.

“Two were killed by the grenade I threw, but the third was only wounded. I could have taken him prisoner—he couldn’t have done me any harm—but I didn’t think of that. I jumped over the sandbags and plunged my bayonet into his chest. He just looked...surprised. I tried to pull the bayonet out, but it was jammed between his ribs. I pulled as hard as I could, braced my foot against his chest, but it wouldn’t budge. He even tried to help, pushing on my rifle, but it was no use. We just sat and looked at each other.

“The only way to disengage a jammed bayonet is to fire the weapon. This is easy if you are shooting a corpse, but he couldn’t have been much older than you are.” The eyes flickered back to Conrad’s face. “To shoot a man when he is alive and looking at you from an arm’s length is a different matter.

“I fired, of course—there was no alternative—but that boy’s face has never left me. And for that they gave me a medal!” He laughed ironically, and it quickly degenerated into a violent coughing fit. Then the old man went on. “Funniest thing was, I was shot on the way back to
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