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  Dedicated to Hans Bernhart…
and to all the other soldiers, be they German or Russian, who died or are still missing in Stalingrad


  Publisher’s notes:


  1.A conscious decision had been made to avoid the word ‘Russian’ when referring to the soldiers of the Red Army. Instead, the term ‘Soviet’ is used, in an effort to encompass all nationalities of the Soviet Union who fought in its armed forces.


  2.German forces operating in the Soviet Union adhered to German time. From 0300 hours on 2 November, 1942, watches were set back an hour to Deutsche Winterzeit (German winter time) = GMT + 1 hour, while the city of Stalingrad was GMT + 3 hours. To ease confusion in time-zone differences, all Soviet times have been converted to German time.


  3.The naming of landmarks is another tricky issue because both German and Soviet designations (and nicknames) exist for each building in the Barrikady settlement. Therefore, the following convention has been used:

  German designations are prefixed by the word ‘Haus’ (eg. Haus 81), Soviet ones by ‘Dom’ (eg. Dom 63). If a German designation is used, the Soviet term will quite often follow, eg. ‘Haus 81 [Dom 63]’ and vice versa.


  The workhalls of the Barrikady Gun Factory: German designations are prefixed by ‘Hall’, Soviet by ‘Workshop’.


  Quite often, a landmark acquired a memorable nickname on both sides (eg. one building was called ‘Kommissarhaus’ by the Germans, ‘P-shaped house’ by the Soviets.) To simplify matters, one name has been selected for use throughout the book – with the exception of eyewitness accounts or direct quotes, where the original terminology is unchanged. In this case, the original term will be followed by the common name (eg. ‘…P-shaped House [Kommissarhaus]…’).


  If in doubt with any landmark designation, please consult the large map. This has both German and Soviet terms (where known).


  4.Abbreviations used throughout the footnotes: DKiG = Deutsche Kreuz in Gold (German Cross in Gold); DKiS = Deutsche Kreuz in Silber (German Cross in Silver); EB = Ehrenblattspange (Honour Roll Clasp); EK1 = Eisernes Kreuz 1. Klasse (Iron Cross First Class); EK2 = Eisernes Kreuz 2. Klasse (Iron Cross Second Class); EL = Eichenlaub (Oak Leaves to the Knight’s Cross); GRD = Guards Rifle Division; GRR = Guards Rifle Regiment; HoSL = Hero of Socialist Labour; HotSU = Hero of the Soviet Union; RD = Rifle Division; RR = Rifle Regiment; RK = Ritterkreuz (Knight’s Cross); RK.z.Kvk.m.Schw. = Ritterkreuz zum Kriegsverdienstkreuz mit Schwerter (Knight’s Cross of the War Merit Cross with Swords).
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  PREFACE


  American historian Ralph H. Gabriel once wrote, “‘History’ is that image of the past which filters through the mind of the historian, as light through a window. Sometimes the glass is dirty; too often it is distressingly opaque.” Every historian brings personal opinions and biases to their study, and this inevitably colours their interpretations of the past. In doing so, the historian – either knowingly or subconsciously – selects facts that suit his or her own perceptions of the truth. But no-one knows the real truth, and so it is possible that two well-intentioned historians can produce distinct hypotheses for the same events, even though each follows proper research methods.


  This book – the result of four years of intensive research – is my attempt to deliver the truth about an overlooked phase of the Second World War; the grim struggle for the Barrikady Gun Factory. This battered microcosm perfectly symbolises the futility, waste and changing fortunes known as ‘the Battle of Stalingrad’. For the Soviets, it was an astounding victory, the turning point in the war and is an immense source of pride to this day. As a result, hundreds of books about the battle have rolled off the presses in the last 60 years and Red Army veterans are more than willing to record their experiences in spoken or written word. Once the language barrier has been scaled, a wealth of material is available. Moreover, Russian military archives, swollen with unimaginable quantities of war diaries and other records, are slowly but surely revealing their treasures.


  The issue is rather more complicated when it comes to the German perspective. While on the surface it might seem easier to obtain information from Germany than nouveau-capitalist Russia, several factors proved otherwise. Firstly, war diaries of the German units lost at Stalingrad were either burnt in the days before capitulation or else captured by the Red Army (today, these German records languish in the elusive ‘Fond 500’ in the Central Archive of the Ministry of Defence in Podolsk, safe under lock and key from further investigation). Vast swathes of German military records (regimental level and below) were lost forever when British bombers levelled the archives in Berlin in February 1945. Fortunately, records for divisions and above survive – albeit with gaping holes.


  Secondly, emotions about Stalingrad and the war in general vary markedly: while one person will answer any question put to them, the next will say nothing while another will grow irate and even yell. Tears are not uncommon. The word ‘Stalingrad’ evokes painful memories for a lot of German families: many interviewed for this book still have fathers or brothers or sons listed as ‘missing in action’. A stigma is attached to Stalingrad, not as a stain but more as a scar that hurts as soon as it is touched. Veterans, particularly members of panzer units, prefer to remember their armoured victories – of which they are proud, as soldiers – rather than the wretched, sacrificial fighting for a city on the very edge of Europe. One officer attended post-war reunions for over 50 years and never once told his best friend that he was at Stalingrad – even though that friend had been at Stalingrad himself.


  Enormous efforts were therefore required to compile the German side of this battle. Tiny threads of information were gathered from every conceivable source (‘another piece of the mosaic’, I kept saying to myself). The most important sources were veterans and families, but locating them was terribly difficult, mostly due to Germany’s strict privacy laws. Imaginative detective work was needed simply to establish contact with a potential lead. Weeks of searching often led to disappointment, but occasionally, a gold mine of information was opened up.


  The difference in type and quality of information will be obvious throughout the book. While Soviet actions have been taken almost exclusively from detailed war diaries and combat reports, the German perspective has been gleaned from various sources. In contrast, an abundance of personal information and private photos exists for individual German soldiers but not for the Soviets. The intention has been to utilise a wide range of sources in order to provide a detailed, unbiased account of the fighting. I hope this has been achieved.


  The German point-of-view would not have been possible without the tireless and diligent work of Agnes Moosmann. Never has an author been so blessed. I often thought of this youthful octogenarian as my ‘secret weapon’ – stubborn silences to my repeated requests for information were often breached by a single phone call from Agnes. Armed with a computer, telephone and many years of experience authoring her own books, she ensured that a steady stream of new material flowed in and conducted numerous interviews. Understandably, many Germans are reluctant to send irreplaceable family photos and documents around the world to Australia, so instead, they went to Agnes. At a conservative estimate, Agnes has scanned over 1500 items in the past three years. Any attempt to convey my gratitude to Agnes in these few lines will never do her justice, so I only hope this book fulfils her sole request of me: “Do a good job”.


  Locating and gathering documents from the different archives across the globe would have been prohibitively expensive without the selfless assistance of several people: Phil Logan and Tim Whistler for visiting NARA on numerous occasions to fulfil my many requests; Ute von Livonius-Ueberschär for her sterling efforts in the archives of BA-MA in Freiburg; Michael Struss for obtaining documents from DRK and WASt; Sean McIntyre for finding and copying files in the Hoover Institution; Maxim Tarutin for patiently enduring the bureaucratic procedures at TsAMO; and finally, ‘AMVAS’ and ‘Condor’ (you know who you are) for supplying countless pages of previously unseen documents from TsAMO.


  Those reams of documents, of course, were all in German or Russian, which severely overtaxed my meagre translating skills. I frequently called upon the services of those gifted individuals who have command of two languages: Kamen Nevenkin for transcribing handwritten Russian documents; Yan Mann for translating many pages of Russian text; and Michael von Brasch and Howard Davies for translating German text.


  The words would suffer without pictures, so I’m grateful to the following people for supplying photos: Nik Orlov for sourcing hard-to-find Russian images; Frank Gulin for his help in sourcing aerial photos in NARA; Wolfgang Kirstein, Rainer Lehmann, Ralf Anton Schäfer and Wolfgang Wiesen for permission to use several important photographs; Thomas Anderson and Akira Takiguchi for photos of the sIG33B; Phil Curme; Konni Dreier; Michael A. Hawash; Günter Hils; Vladimir Kalgine; Evgeny Kulichenko; and Kamen Nevenkin.

  Proofreading a manuscript is a difficult and time-consuming task, but that did not stop Tim Whistler, Michael A. Hawash and Prof. Roy Casagranda from offering their services. Their keen eyes and insightful suggestions markedly improved the finished text.


  Many thanks to the following people for various other forms of assistance: Dr. Manfred Oldenburg for sending transcripts of lengthy interviews with three German veterans; Tom Houlihan for drawing several maps; Vladimir Kalgine for supplying invaluable reports by Soviet veterans; Evgeny Kulichenko for answering my many questions about the battlefield and locating quite a few rare books; Mike Jones for allowing me to use excerpts from his interviews with Soviet veterans; Robin Diez from Metzingen Stadtarchiv for sharing letters and documents about soldiers of 305.Inf.Div.; Heiko Klatt for his research into Major Otto Krüger’s life; Konni Dreier, chairman of the Pionierkameradschaft Ulm, for providing information about Pi.Btl.45 and for putting me in contact with veterans of the unit; Gerhard Ruddenklau for sending materials about Pi.Btl.50; Karlheinz Münch and Markus Jaugitz for kindly supplying information about the elusive sIG33B; and Dieter Schäfer.


  Acknowledgments would not be complete without thanking the personnel of the following institutions: Barrikady Museum in Volgograd; Bulgarian State Archives in Sofia; Bundesarchiv-Fotoarchiv in Koblenz; Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv (BA-MA) in Freiburg; Bundesarchiv-Zentralnachweisstelle (BA-ZNS) in Aachen; Deutsche Dienststelle (DD/ WASt) in Berlin; Deutsches Rotes Kreuz (DRK) in München; Tsentralniy Arkhiv Ministerstva Oborony (TsAMO – Central Archive of the Ministry of Defence) in Podolsk; United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) in Washington, D.C.; and finally, the various Standesämter (registry offices), Stadtarchive (city archives) and Einwohnermeldeämter (resident’s reporting offices) across Germany and Austria who answered my requests for information about certain individuals. There are far too many to thank individually.


  I will forever be indebted to the following veterans and families who generously assisted me with photos, documents, Feldpost letters, information, anecdotes and countless other facts needed to compile this book (listed in alphabetical order):


  Wife of Ludwig Apmann (2./Pz.Pi.Btl.50); son of Kurt Barth (1./Pi.Btl.162); son of Erich Bauchspiess (Stab/Pi.Btl.336); daughter of Ludwig Beigel (3./Pi.Btl.305); son of Eberhard Beyersdorff, DKiG (6./Pz.Gr.Rgt.26); son-in-law of Karl Binder (Dinafü 305); son of Andreas Bleistein (II./Gr.Rgt.577); son of Johann Bonetsmüller (2./Pi.Btl.305); daughter of Herbert Borkowski (1./Pi.Btl.336); sister-in-law of Wilhelm Braun, RK (II./Gr.Rgt.576); nephew of Eitel Brock (Sturmkompanie 44); son of Karl Brockmann (2./Pi.Btl.336); sons of Dr. Ludwig Büch (Stab/Pi.Btl.45); family of Ernst Bunte (3./Pz.Pi.Btl.50); daughter of Hans-Ludwig Eberhard, DKiG (2./Pi.Btl.389); daughter of Eugen Förschner (II./Gr.Rgt.576); wife & niece of Erwin Gast (Stab/Pz.Pi.Btl.50); son of Christian Geuenich (Pz.Pi.Btl.50); daughter of Wilhelm Giebeler (Pi.Btl.336); son of Udo Giulini (Radfahr-Schwadron 305); brother-in-law of Paul Göhner (Stab 305.Inf.Div.); daughter of Richard Grimm (2./Pi.Btl.305); daughter of Friedrich von Grolman (Stab/Gr.Rgt.578); brother of Ernst-Eberhard von Haaren (4./Stug.Abt.245); daughter of Hans Häussler (San.Kp.305); wife of Otto-Wilhelm Heinze (Stab/Pi.Btl.294); brother of Eugen Hering, DKiG (6./Gr.Rgt.576); sister of Egon Hillmann (Stab/Pz.Pi.Btl.50); grandson of Josef Hufschmid (6./Gr.Rgt.576); daughter of Hans Kempter (Stab/Gr.Rgt.576); son of Max Keppler (Stab/Pi.Btl.305); Richard Klein (Radfahr-Schwadron 305); wife of Hans Krauss (Stab/Pi.Btl.162); Karl Krauss (2./Pi.Btl.45); sister & niece of Klaus Kunze (Stab/Pz.Pi.Btl.50); sister-in-law of Erwin Kretz (II./Gr.Rgt.578); daughter-in-law of Karl-Heinz Krüder (Stab/Gr.Rgt.576); Anton Locherer (2./Pi.Btl.45); Peter Löffler (deceased) (Stab/Gr.Rgt.577); daughter-in-law of Hermann Lundt (Stab/Pi.Btl.336); god-daughter of Franz Mäder (1./Pi.Btl.336); Franz Maier (Sturmkompanie 44); brother of Hans-Joachim Martius (II./Pz.Gr.Rgt.26); Hans Messerschmidt (4./Pz.Rgt.24); Paul Nagler (Kameradenschaft 305.Inf.Div.); family of Kurt Nippes, RK (Stug.Abt.244); nephew of Adam Pauli (2./Pi.Btl.305); daughter of Gerhard Piltz (2./Pi.Btl.336); Alban Plaum (II./Gr.Rgt.578); son & daughter-in-law of Mariano Puschiavo (248º Autoreparto pesante); son of Wilhelm Püttmann, DKiG (III./Gr.Rgt.578); Paul Reiner (3./Gr.Rgt.578); daughter of Eugen Rettenmaier (I./Gr.Rgt.578); wife of Hans Rinck (2 & 3./Pi.Btl.305); Karl-August Rombach (II./Art.Rgt.305); wife & grandson of Heinz Schaate (1./Pi.Btl.305); Dr. Hans Schellmann (III./Gr.Rgt.578); Günther Schendel (Nebelwerfer-Regiment 53); nephew of Alfons Schinke, DKiG (3./Pi.Btl.162); grandson of Paul Schmidt (12./Gr.Rgt.578); Dr. Karl Schöpf (II./Art.Rgt.305); daughter of Paul Schuboth (Gr.Rgt.576); son & grandson of Martin Schüsslbauer (6./Gr.Rgt.577); wife of Erich Skutlartz (3./Pi.Btl.45); Berthold Staiger (deceased) (3./Pi.Btl.305); Kurt Steinlen (II./Gr.Rgt.576); Ivan Ilyich Svidrov (650th Rifle Regiment); son of Alfons Thanisch (2./Pi.Btl.305); son of Wilhelm Traub (Stab/Pi.Btl.305); daughter of Josef Troiber (5./Gr.Rgt.577); sister-in-law of August Uhlendorf (Stab./Pz.Pi.Btl.50); Paul Vetter (Radfahr-Schwadron 305); wife of Karl Vögele (2./Pi.Btl.45); niece of Lothar Walter (2./Pi.Btl.45); wife of Willi Walter (2./Pi.Btl.45); Helmut Walz (7./Gr.Rgt.577); Hans von Wartburg (11./Gr.Rgt.131); Walter Weinbrecht (5./Gr.Rgt.577); niece of Wilhelm Willmitzer (Sturmkompanie 44); son of Friedrich Winkler (II./Gr.Rgt.577); Franz Winter (6./Gr.Rgt.577); son of Georg Wittmann (III./Gr.Rgt.577); daughter of Dr. Donatus Wörner (Stab/Pi.Btl.305); daughter of Walter Wroblewski (Sturmschwadron 24); Georg Zeller (Stab/Pi.Btl.305); nephew & brother of Bernhard Ziesch (3./Pi.Btl.336); Helmut Zimmermann (8./Gr.Rgt.577); sister of Hans Zorn (1./Pi.Btl.305); Josef Zrenner (Stab/Pi.Btl.305); and two German veterans and one family who requested anonymity.


  The hospitality and warmth shown to my wife and I by the Krauss, Messerschmidt, Moosmann and Rettenmaier families during our visit in September-October 2005 will never be forgotten.


  Lastly, my greatest thanks are reserved for Belinda, my wife. This book would never have come about if it were not for her suggestion four years ago that set me on this path. My initial response was “there’s not enough information”, but the fire had been kindled. Thank you for your understanding and for encouraging my passion.


  Although all of these people have contributed to this book, they bear no responsibility for any errors, and all judgements and interpretations are my own. Comments, criticism, corrections or additional information are always greatly appreciated. Write to me at info@leapinghorseman.com


  Jason D. Mark

  Sydney, Australia

  October 2006


  THE IMPASSE – STALEMATE IN STALINGRAD

  CHAPTER ONE


  Assault guns supported the infantrymen as they pushed into the chaotic tangle of railway sidings, gutted warehouses and stacks of gun barrels that lined the western edge of the Barrikady Gun Factory, the assault guns in turn being guided on to their targets by the soldiers. Advancing warily alongside one of them was Gefreiter Helmut Walz1. Only four days had passed since he’d been thrown into the fighting in Stalingrad but the gruesome events that he’d already witnessed would be etched into his memory forever. Many of his comrades from 7./Infanterie-Regiment 577 had been killed or wounded right next to him. He himself had been forced to use his razor-honed spade twice, hacking at the heads and necks of enemy soldiers during brutal hand-to-hand combat, on one occasion slicing of a Soviet soldier’s hand. But to 20-year-old Walz, the morning of 17 October seemed to be the culmination of horror and savagery. He watched as an infantry Leutnant stood near an assault gun and indicated a new target, but as the gun began to pivot, the Leutnant stumbled and fell. The gun crew did not see him and continued to spin their tracks, running over the Leutnant’s face. An unearthly howl arose and as the assault gun lurched forward, Walz saw half of the Leutnant’s ripped-off face being carried along in its track.


  The desperate attack continued. Walz advanced deeper into the grounds of the Barrikady factory as part of a machine-gun team. Next to him, carrying the gun, was his mate Schappel. When bullets started to whiz past them, Walz went to ground, but Schappel kept running. Watching the bullets and ricochets fly about his comrade, Walz yelled at him to get down. Schappel collapsed into a large bomb crater. Ignoring the fusillade, Walz dashed across to the crater. His friend was lying there, wounded, his nostrils and mouth full of dirt. Walz cleaned out the muck and then looked at the wound. He went cold: he knew his friend would not survive. Shot from behind, the bullet had gone in below the left shoulder-blade, near the spine, and blown out the right side of his torso. Air whistled out of the wound. Walz knew his friend’s innards were only being held in by his uniform, so he wrapped bandages completely around him, overcoat and all.


  “The war’s over, isn’t it, Helmut,” groaned Schappel.

  “Yes, Schappel, the war’s over. I promise I’ll fetch you this evening, I promise. Lay here quietly, I’ll look for a medic for you, you’re very badly wounded. Do you hear the air?”


  “Yes,” he said.


  [image: Above: Helmut Walz as a young Gefreiter in 7./Inf.Rgt.577 in 1942.]



  After swathing his friend in more bandages, Walz returned to the battle still raging around him, not knowing that his own time in Stalingrad would end less than half an hour later. He heard unfamiliar voices coming from a dug-out about five metres in front of him. Russians! Walz immediately dropped down behind a massive chunk of masonry. Squatting behind the mighty brick-and-concrete boulder, Walz shouted to the enemy soldiers to give themselves up. Nothing happened. Walz took out a stick-grenade and lobbed it into the dugout. A dull explosion. Then, as the dust settled, a Soviet soldier staggered out of the dug-out, blood trickling from his nose, ears and mouth. No medical knowledge was needed to know that the man would not survive. Without thinking, Walz stood up and the wounded Soviet soldier pointed his submachinegun at him. Talking calmly, Walz said, “I won’t fight you.” The two men were only a few metres apart. Quickly realising that he was in real trouble, Walz unholstered his pistol in one swift movement and started to take aim at his adversary. Stars flashed in front of his eyes and he stood there, numb, wondering what was wrong. He tried to call out to a comrade but could not speak. Reaching up to his face, he felt a thick ooze of blood and pieces of broken teeth. The Soviet’s bullet had ripped open his cheek, shattered his teeth and smashed both his upper and lower jawbones. The entire lower right side of Walz’s face was a gory mess.

  
  [image: Infanterie-Regiment 577, supported by assault guns of Sturmgeschütz-Abteilung 245, push into the Barrikady Gun Factory from the north on 16 October, 1942.]
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  [image: Below: Helmut Walz in his later years. The grievous facial wound is only barely visible. Many operations were required before Walz regained the ability to speak and chew properly.]




  One of his comrades, a Berliner, saw what had happened and flew into a rage. He ran forward, clambered up onto the massive masonry block and then, with his full weight, jumped down on the Soviet soldier, who collapsed to the ground. Still gripped by anger, the Berliner repeatedly stomped on the face of the fallen Soviet soldier, accompanied by the terrible sounds of cracking bone. The Soviet was trampled to death.


  Walz’s commander, Leutnant Hermann Hennes2, helped him into a bomb crater and did his best to bind the nasty wound. When Hennes stood up, he saw enemy soldiers moving towards them, so he grabbed his rifle and lined up a shot. Lying on his back in the crater, Walz looked up at his commander, expecting him to be the first to fire. A shot rang out and Leutnant Hennes’ helmet flew off his head: a Soviet sniper had nailed him from the side. His skull ruptured from back to front and Walz could see both hemispheres of his brain. Clear fluid ran out, but no blood. For an eternal second, Hennes stared down at Walz, disbelief etched on his face, then he toppled backwards into the bottom of the crater – dead.


  Other 7. Kompanie soldiers repelled the onrushing enemy and took care of the sniper who had slain their commander. Walz crawled to the nearby railway embankment that sidled the Barrikady factory’s western boundary, slithered under a destroyed railway wagon and rolled into a trench. When the crew of a 14. Panzer-Division half-track saw the severely wounded man crawling along the ground, they stopped to pick him up and said: “Come, comrade, we’ll take you to a dressing station.”


  At 2300 hours that evening, in a large army hospital, Walz endured the first of many operations on his shattered face. His wound was so severe that he took no further part in the war and would need an oral prosthesis for the rest of his life.


  Because of his wounds, Walz was unable to keep his promise to fetch his friend Schappel. And with the death of Leutnant Hennes, no-one else knew the whereabouts of the wounded machine-gunner. Schappel almost certainly died alone and in anguish in the bomb crater, waiting for help that never came.


  - - -


  This tableau was one of dozens taking place throughout the grisly ruins of the Barrikady Gun Factory on the morning of 17 October, 1942. Casualties for 305. Infanterie-Division on this day were high: 2 officers killed and 2 wounded, 29 NCOs and men killed, 124 wounded and 4 missing. It was barely four days into the offensive designed to capture northern Stalingrad and the German divisions were being exsanguinated. The casualties suffered by 305. Infanterie-Division on 17 October were less than the first days of the attack but the fighting was becoming more vicious and the ‘lighter’ casualties were being inflicted on ever smaller numbers of combat troops.


  The large-scale German offensive that started on 14 October had the objective of taking all of Stalingrad’s industrial complexes. The first stage was a massive thrust through the Dzerhezinsky Tractor Factory, whereupon the left flank would be anchored to the Volga. Next, after pivoting to face south, the attack forces would push south along the river where they would capture and clear the brickworks, the Barrikady Gun Factory, Bread Factory No. 2 and the grim Krasny Oktyabr Steel Factory in succession. For this huge attack, relatively fresh divisions – at least fresh in the sense that they had not yet been blooded in the Stalingrad grist-mill – had been brought forward: 305. Infanterie-Division was moved in from defensive positions in the steppe between the Don and Volga, and 14. Panzer-Division was sent up from the Beketovka area south of Stalingrad. Also slated for the attack was 389. Infanterie-Division, a unit that had been in Stalingrad since the beginning, as well as smaller elements of 24. Panzer-Division and 100. Jäger-Division.


  The first day of the offensive was a brutal and bloody affair but it ended successfully for the Germans in the early hours of 15 October when the vast tractor factory complex was in German hands. Stage one of the offensive was complete but casualties were heavy: between them, 305. and 389. Infanterie-Divisions lost 3 officers and 84 men killed, 7 officers and 276 men wounded and 15 men missing. It was a similar story with 14. Panzer-Division: 4 officers and 27 men killed, 9 officers and 96 men wounded, and 2 men missing, as well as the loss 6 Panzer III short-barrels, 15 Panzer III long-barrels, 7 Panzer IV short-barrels and 2 Panzer IV long-barrels (many of which would, however, be back in service on 16 October). For the successes achieved, several officers were awarded the Knight’s Cross3. Generalleutnant Arthur Schmidt4, 6. Armee’s chief-of-staff, would remember this attack as the one and only “absolutely complete success” during the attack on the city.

  [image: The German offensive in Stalingrad-North, 14-16 October, 1942.]


  On 15 October, the German assault forces were realigned to face south. A few units, including most of 305. Infanterie-Division, secured the recently taken areas. They expended a great deal of time, energy and blood in mopping up stubborn Soviet resistance in the ruins of the tractor factory and its housing settlements to the west and north-east. On this day, 305. Infanterie-Division lost 53 men killed, 7 officers and 122 men wounded and 1 man missing. 14. Panzer-Division suffered many wounded but few fatalities: 3 men killed, 2 officers and 83 men wounded.


  The large-scale attack continued on 16 October, sweeping south through the brickworks and into the Barrikady Gun Factory. Despite the menacing bulk of the factory’s workshops, progress was quite good. The panzers of 14. Panzer-Division suffered an initial setback when they lost 17 of their number to dug-in T-34s. Nevertheless, by the end of the day, the overall balance favoured the attackers: a large section of the gun factory was in German hands, as was a lengthy stretch of the Volga cliffs east of the brickworks and tractor factory. These operational successes were not as apparent to the weary infantrymen as was the loss of so many long-time comrades. 305. Infanterie-Division lost 1 officer and 30 men killed, 5 officers and 74 men wounded, and 1 officer and 13 men missing; 14. Panzer-Division lost 2 officers and 21 men killed, 4 officers and 121 men wounded, and 2 men missing.


  It was at this point that the situation turned particularly nasty for the Germans. The first elements of a fresh Soviet division, Colonel Ivan Ilyich Lyudnikov’s5 138th Rifle Division, were transported across the Volga and thrown straight into the mangled wreckage of the gun factory. The fighting developed – or, better said, degenerated – into a vicious brawl where death or injury could come from any quarter and in any possible manner. Gefreiter Walz and Leutnant Hennes suffered their grisly fates on 17 October, the day after the arrival of Lyudnikov’s riflemen. Over the next week, individual workshops were taken, lost, recaptured, blown up and demolished. The battle spiralled into an unending hell from which the only escape was a severe wound.


  - - -


  All thoughts of conquering Stalingrad’s industrial north by sweeping south along the Volga were forgotten. A new attack, launched on 23 October, used Generalmajor Richard von Schwerin’s6 79. Infanterie-Division, yet another German unit fatefully withdrawn from the vital Don river sector protecting 6. Armee’s flanks. This attack, falling upon the Krasny Oktyabr factory from the west, effectively divided the Schwerpunkt7 in Stalingrad-North between the two massive factories. Von Schwerin’s infantry regiments were quickly flayed of their combat strength in the ruins of the Krasny Oktyabr steel works, and by the end of October, a week after being fed into Stalingrad, they were spent and no longer suitable for large assaults. However, in the Barrikady factory, the tenacious Germans achieved a modicum of success as 305. Infanterie-Division gradually prised the Soviet defenders out of the demolished workhalls, crawling ever so slowly towards their objective, the Volga river, where victory presumably lay, and then – hopefully – a well-deserved rest.


  - - -


  The Germans believed that once they had captured most of the Barrikady’s massive workhalls, Soviet resistance would lessen. After all, where else could the Soviets continue to resist? All that stood between 305. Infanterie-Division and the Volga were several rows of houses built on relatively open ground. The Germans soon discovered that these houses were fortresses, built not only from concrete and iron, but also from the unfathomable courage and determination of ordinary Soviet soldiers. The closer the Germans pushed to the Volga, the more fanatical the Soviet defence became. One example will suffice: on 24 October, Ivan Ilyich Svidrov8, a young sergeant from 650th Rifle Regiment, was ordered to defend one of these houses along with a squad of four other soldiers. The address was Dom 31 [Haus 71] located on the corner of Arbatovskaya and Pribaltiskaya streets. This building was considered to be of paramount importance for the defence because it blocked passage from the Barrikady’s rear (western) gates, covered two houses on the other side of Arbatovskaya street and also allowed a large part of Pribaltiskaya street to be controlled. Sergeant Svidrov was warned that the house had to be held at any price.


  [image: Above: Ivan Ilyich Svidrov, a 19-year-old Sergeant in 650th Rifle Regiment.]




  On 24 October, Svidrov and his four men took up position in the house. Senior-Sergeant Yusupov, a Kazakh, was senior in age and rank, but the gaunt black-haired Svidrov was in command9. The five men were armed with three rifles, two submachine-guns, a Degtyarev light machine-gun and dozens of grenades. They also carried with them a burzhuika [a small, makeshift iron stove, used during a fuel crisis] and enough water, bread and tinned food to last a few days. When the small group moved into the house, the second floor had been utterly demolished by shells, but the ground floor and cellar were still intact. Instinctively assessing the most defensible areas, Svidrov and his men braced themselves for the inevitable German onslaught. They had only been in the house for a short time when the Germans launched a series of fierce attacks that lasted until nightfall. The Soviets inflicted casualties on the Germans and, eventually, repelled all of the attacks without loss.



  During the night, one of Svidrov’s men – by the name of Yarokhovets – crept out of the house and supplemented the garrison’s meagre arsenal by searching German corpses for food and weapons. He returned with an MP-40, two clips of ammunition and some bread. To prevent being caught by a surprise night-time raid, a line of empty cans was strung around the house. A sentry was placed while the remainder of the garrison tried to get some sleep.


  [image: Svidrov and his garrison in Dom 31 were able to dominate the area, including the rear gates from the Barrikady factory. They anchored the left flank of the entire division: to their left was 339th Rifle Regiment (308th Rifle Division).]




  The next morning, 25 October, the Germans once again threw themselves at the house. This time, the attack was paved by a volley of grenades, quickly followed up by teams of submachine-gunners. The Germans intended entering the house via the windows but were beaten back with grenades. The fierceness of the attack convinced Svidrov and his men that the  Germans were drunk. Several more attacks were thrown back during the day. Later that night, as if to underline the importance of the house, the commander of 138th Rifle Division, Colonel Lyudnikov, dropped in on Svidrov’s garrison during a midnight inspection tour of various strongpoints of Major Pechenyuk’s 650th Rifle Regiment. Svidrov smartly reported to Lyudnikov that his garrison was performing its duty and provided numbers of German soldiers killed. Senior-Sergeant Yusupov was cooking a soldier’s pilaff made from dried bread mixed with tinned food. He removed the mess-tin from the cooker and said to Svidrov:


  “Vanya, shall we treat the Colonel to a meal?”


  Like any good host, Svidrov was embarrassed by the paltry offering. Yusupov turned to Lyudnikov and said, “When we crush Hitler, you come to our collective farm and there’ll be such a pilaff that… that…”


  He was at a loss for words to describe the pilaff he would give Lyudnikov. The commander thanked the soldiers, wished them success and continued on his inspection tour.


  The next day passed precisely like the previous one: multiple German attacks were successfully repelled without loss to the defenders. The morning of 27 October, however, began differently from the others – no German attacks. Svidrov thought he had a good understanding of the Germans: they never attacked at night, they always enjoyed a good sleep followed by breakfast with a large measure of alcohol, as a rule they were always intoxicated when attacking… and they always launched their attacks in the morning. Perhaps Svidrov’s beliefs of German tactics clouded his judgement and upset the established defensive routine, because when the Germans did finally hurl themselves at the house at noon, the Soviet defence was caught slightly off guard. The garrison repelled the first few attacks but were unable to completely regroup before the next assault rolled in. As the sun descended behind the massive workhalls, the Germans pushed right up to the house and lobbed grenades through the windows. They also advanced past the house and captured several buildings behind it, effectively cutting off Svidrov and his garrison from the rest of their regiment.


  Major Pechenyuk10, commander of 650th Rifle Regiment, rang Lyudnikov and, after reporting on the difficult situation in his sector, said, “You know that brick house where you were; it’s now in the Germans’ rear. But we can hear its garrison returning fire. I know these lads – they won’t surrender as long as there’s life in them.”


  Lyudnikov was subsequently told that the garrison had perished.


  Hours of combat had depleted almost all of the ammunition in Svidrov’s house. Only a few grenades remained. The Germans gathered outside the building, hurled grenades through the windows, clambered inside and sprayed everything with automatic fire. Three men of the garrison were killed whilst valiantly trying to defend themselves without ammunition. With the Germans inside the house and also surrounding it, there was only one way for Svidrov and his mate Yusupov to escape, and that was to scurry down to the cellar via the stairwell in the middle of the house. The Germans saw the pair flee down the stairs. Cautiously approaching the stairwell entrance, they pitched half a dozen stick-grenades down into the darkness… and then did nothing. Experience had taught the Germans that it was suicide to go down into a dark cellar, especially after night had fallen. Hoping that the two Russians in the cellar were either dead or severely wounded, the Germans took no further action, and soon, their attention was diverted by other events.


  Down in the dim cellar that reeked of powdered brick and cordite, Svidrov and Yusupov huddled against the rear wall, rifles in hand, grenades next to them. They were bleeding from multiple fragment wounds but both were absolutely determined to dig in their heels and sell their lives as dearly as possible. The Soviet line was still being held, even though it was underground. They could hear the Germans moving about overhead and wondered what deviousness was being planned to wheedle them out. Hours passed and still nothing happened. Suddenly, a gunfight erupted upstairs. Grenades thumped. Guttural Germanic shouts rang out, then Russian voices were heard.


  “Our boys… they’re here!”


  An assault team led by Captain Korolev, a battalion commander in 650th Rifle Regiment, had counterattacked and reached the house. Svidrov and Yusupov crept up the stairs and entered the swirling melee. Muzzle flashes and grenade bursts illuminated the savage skirmish. Shadows flitted across the room. Screams filtered through the gunfire. Korolev’s raid caught the Germans by surprise and the confusion was doubled when the two Russians from the cellar appeared amongst it all. Germans and Soviets alike were killed by grenades and blindly-fired volleys: Svidrov and Yusupov were both seriously wounded and shell-shocked, but the counterattack had been successful. Dom 31 was once again back in Soviet hands. Captain Korolev assigned a new garrison to take over the house and prepare it for defence. Stocks of food and ammunition were laid on. Thus the defence of Dom 31 was carried on, this time by a new generation of defenders.


  Following their narrow escape from almost certain death, Svidrov and Yusupov were carried to a first-aid post near the water pump on the bank of the Volga river and later transported across in different boats. Neither man was in any state to report to headquarters that the garrison had carried out its mission, but both men certainly knew that they had. In hospital, Svidrov heard that he and his garrison had been considered entirely lost and their relatives had even been notified about their deaths. It was only many years later that Svidrov and Yusupov each learned that the other had survived… and only when the 20th anniversary of the battle was being celebrated in Volgograd11 did Lyudnikov once again meet Svidrov and learn about the final heroic act of ‘Svidrov’s garrison’.


  This was a battle for one house held by five men over a four-day period. There were dozens more houses like Dom 31, many hundreds more men like Svidrov and Yusupov but only a few short weeks until the dreaded Russian winter set in. The Germans were keenly aware that once winter arrived, the initiative would swing over to the Soviets, whose men and equipment were better suited for offensive operations in the harsh Russian climate.


  - - -


  As October drew to a close, the German attacks ground mercilessly forward, consuming enormous quantities of manpower and ammunition for increasingly minor gains. On 27 October, 305. Infanterie-Division suffered casualties of 1 officer12 and 12 men killed, and 70 men wounded, a total of 83 men. The next day, 28 October, 1 officer13 and 26 men were killed, 1 officer14 and 84 men were wounded, and 1 officer and 13 men were missing, a total of 126 men. This was an appalling number of casualties, especially for a division that had been embroiled in two full weeks of ruthless city fighting. The Volga had to be reached regardless of losses if all Soviet resistance was to be stamped out, so, on 29 October, another attack was launched. Once again the Soviet soldiers – supported by massive barrages of artillery, rocket and mortar fire – doggedly defended themselves. The German assault groups barely moved forward in bitter house-to-house combat. Only after many hours of fighting did the Germans capture several buildings in the row of houses along Lenin Prospekt, just south-east of the gun factory (grid square 83d1). 305. Infanterie-Division also had to repel determined Soviet counterattacks out of the gullies north and south of the fuel installation. The fight against rekindled nests of Soviet resistance in the fuel installation area continued well into the night.


  These small gains cost the division 1 officer15 and 37 men killed, 2 officers16 and 93 men wounded, and 5 men missing, a total of 138 men. At the completion of the day’s fighting, the division reported that without the supply of additional forms of support, they no longer possessed the strength to continue reducing the enemy bridgehead. Their attacks were therefore halted. The only positive news for the division was that a convalescent company had just arrived in Gumrak. However, it only had 260 men – barely enough to make good the losses sustained in the previous two days of inconsequential fighting.


  - - -


  By the end of October, the assault troops in Stalingrad could no longer be supported in the lavish manner to which they had become accustomed. Ammunition stocks were low, particularly hand grenades and mortar ammunition. Combat strengths had dropped alarmingly, so much so that on 29 October, Generaloberst Friedrich Paulus17, commander-in-chief of 6. Armee, even suggested using excess panzer crews as infantry. Panzer officers were appalled at the suggestion of using these invaluable men in this manner: their highly specialised training should have automatically excluded them from being tossed into the inferno in any capacity other than as panzer crews. To raise their combat strengths without resorting to Paulus’s draconian measure, panzer divisions combed out rear area offices and supply trains for the requisite quantity of warm bodies, thus sparing the panzer crews from dangerous front-line duty as infantrymen.

  6. Armee constantly struggled with plans on how to shift around its combat forces in Stalingrad and how to best use their limited resources to take the last major enemy bridgehead in the city. The situation east of the Barrikady Gun Factory did not affect the army’s main goal of assembling enough strength to take the Lazur Chemical Factory. This was considered much more important than clearing up a few small bridgeheads in order to obtain a clean line along the Volga.


  Whatever path 6. Armee chose, it was of vital importance to have the hard-hitting support of the Luftwaffe’s bomber and Stuka squadrons for all offensive operations. Some members of the air arm, particularly the Commander-in-Chief of Luftflotte 4, Generaloberst Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen18, were critical of the army’s performance. A good working relationship between the two branches was absolutely crucial for success, and some fence-mending was in order. Paulus needed to find a way to both assemble sufficient forces to take the chemical factory and placate the Luftwaffe. At 0745 hours on 1 November, Generaloberst Paulus and his chief-of-staff, General Arthur Schmidt, left Armee HQ in a plane bound for the advanced airstrip of VIII. Fliegerkorps at Razgulyayevka railway station. They had a meeting there that would eventually prove to be the genesis of the drama to follow. After landing at the airfield, they were chauffeured to the advanced command post of VIII. Fliegerkorps in the Razgulyayevka brickworks, arriving at 0830 hours. Already present was the Commanding General of LI. Armeekorps, General der Artillerie Walther von Seydlitz-Kurzbach19, as well as his chief-of-staff Oberst i.G. Hans Clausius20 and several other staff officers. Arriving a short time later was the fiery Generaloberst von Richthofen and the Commanding General of VIII. Fliegerkorps, Generalleutnant Martin Fiebig21. It is obvious from von Richthofen’s own diary that he was frustrated by the slow progress in Stalingrad and it seemed he was spoiling for a fight:


  Early this morning I went to the fighter airfield and from there on to a conference with Paulus and Seydlitz. I told them that proper use of the air arm was not being made, ‘because the artillery won’t fire and the infantry makes no attempt at all to exploit the air raids to their advantage. We drop our bombs on enemy positions less than a hand grenade’s throw from the infantry, but they do nothing.’ They trotted out all the same old arguments, which are only partly true: numerical weaknesses, lack of training in this type of warfare, shortage of ammunition and so on. I said that I would place transport at their disposal for ammunition supplies and would use my influence to see that properly trained reinforcements would be forthcoming… The real explanation is to be found in the weariness of both troops and command and in that rigid army conservatism, which still tolerates only 1,000 men in the front-line out of a divisional ration strength of 12,000, and which leads to the generals being content merely to issue orders, without bothering to go into any detail or making sure that the preparations required for this type of fighting are properly made. That is what I told Paulus, who, of course, didn’t like it, but couldn’t refute the truth of it…


  The harsh criticism levelled at the army and its command by von Richthofen was certainly unfair, especially when the hideous casualties suffered by the men on the ground were taken into consideration. Likewise, the fanatical doggedness displayed by Soviet soldiers was not apparent from the cockpit of a plane. Apart from a very brief mention in Paulus’s trip notes that simply stated there were ‘lengthy conversations’, there is unfortunately no record of what Paulus, Schmidt or von Seydlitz thought about the tempestuous meeting. This ‘lengthy conversation’ lasted close to three hours and was only broken off because the two commanders-in-chief had other meetings.


  After arranging to meet again later in the day, Paulus and von Richthofen parted ways at 1115 hours. Paulus and Schmidt headed off to inspect Sturmgeschütz-Abteilung 244 southeast of Gumrak railway station, followed by a trip to the command post of 295. Infanterie-Division for a conversation with its commander, Generalmajor Rolf Wuthmann22. At 1300 hours, Paulus and Schmidt arrived at von Seydlitz’s corps command post at Gumrak railway station. Generaloberst von Richthofen, returning from an inspection tour, pulled up at the same moment. Again, no details about this meeting are written in Paulus’s trip notes, but instead of being labelled a ‘Besprechung’23, as the morning meeting had been, this latter conference was curiously described as an ‘Unterredung’24. Perhaps a sign of Paulus’s exasperation with the hot-tempered airman? The meeting lasted for two hours. Arriving one hour into the conference – at 1400 hours – was the Commanding General of XIV. Panzerkorps, General der Panzertruppe Hans Hube25, and the Divisionsführer of 305. Infanterie-Division, Oberst i.G. Bernhard Steinmetz26. The units of both these men were scheduled to play a part in Paulus’s plan: Hube was there because one of his divisions – 60. Infanterie-Division (mot.) – was to be used in the city. Because it occupies a considerable number of lines in the war diary of 6. Armee, it seems that von Richthofen reiterated his earlier proposal of placing Luftwaffe transport space at the army’s disposal:


  Because of the narrowness of the area along the bank of the Volga, the Luftwaffe can no longer be employed very effectively. The Luftwaffe is therefore willing to relinquish some of its railway haulage space and supply columns to the army so that more artillery ammunition can be brought forward and the artillery can then be more aggressively deployed.


  Absolutely no mention of von Richthofen’s other offer to “use [his] influence to see that properly trained reinforcements would be forthcoming” can be found in 6. Armee records for 1 November 1942, yet, his offer to relinquish haulage space is mentioned several times.


  Was von Richthofen’s offer to obtain reinforcements not taken seriously by Paulus? Had it seemed to Paulus like a passing remark that didn’t merit any attention? Whatever Paulus thought of it, and regardless of whether he agreed with it or not, von Richthofen took it upon himself to demand properly-trained units for use in Stalingrad. Soon after returning to his command post that evening, von Richthofen telephoned Generaloberst Hans Jeschonnek27, Chief of the General Staff of the Luftwaffe, at the Führer’s ‘Wolfsschanze’ headquarters in East Prussia and demanded the immediate dispatch of four pioneer assault battalions. Jeschonnek was von Richthofen’s inside line to Hitler and enabled him to bypass all other channels and directly access the Führer himself. Jeschonnek assured von Richthofen that his request would be submitted to Hitler the next day, but – as will be shown later – the ‘request’ arrived on Hitler’s desk shortly after their conversation. The seed had been planted.


  - - -


  Paulus and Schmidt left the meeting at 1500 hours and flew back to army headquarters at Golubinsky, completely ignorant of the fact that von Richthofen was about to meddle in their affairs. They were satisfied that they had touched base with the relevant commanders of those units scheduled to take part in the proposed assault. They put their plan in writing and it was as follows: fresh assault forces would be garnered by having 24. Panzer-Division lengthen its front so that 305. Infanterie-Division could be pulled out of the main fighting line on 4 to 5 November. After a few days of rest, 305. Infanterie-Division would then ‘move into its winter positions’ by relieving 60. Infanterie-Division on Stalingrad’s northern front on 8 to 9 November. 60. Infanterie-Division (mot.) would receive a week’s rest and then be ready for use in the city. This division, although on the ‘quieter’ northern blocking position between the Don and Volga rivers, had still suffered huge casualties whilst repelling the massive armadas of Soviet tanks that lumbered down from the north28. The division could not be considered fresh by any stretch of the imagination, but when compared to the battered divisions in the city, it still had quite a lot of strength29. It was thought that the division could bring into action 3 to 4 reinforced battalions and 9 artillery batteries for the attack on the chemical factory. Slated to help them were a regiment-sized assault group formed from elements of 295. Infanterie-Division, a reinforced regiment from 100. Jäger-Division and 3 assault companies originating from other divisions. At 1800 hours, 6. Armee chief-of-staff Generalleutnant Schmidt called General von Sodenstern30, chief-of-staff of Heeresgruppe B, to discuss the question of “how the attack on Stalingrad can be nourished with new forces, since the strength of 79. Infanterie-Division has declined so far that it can no longer be considered for larger missions”. After running through the overall assessment of the situation at Stalingrad, Schmidt then stated that, “79. Infanterie-Division was still in a position to hold its current front-line but could not lead the attack on the chemical factory”. He continued: “On the other hand, we must prepare so thoroughly for this final action that we punch right through. We can only do this by taking a division from XIV. Panzerkorps.”


  Schmidt then laid out the full plan of using 305. Infanterie-Division to relieve 60. Infanterie-Division so that the latter could be deployed as the main spearhead of the proposed attack. He finished by saying that the earliest the attack could begin was 15 November. General von Sodenstern’s reply left Schmidt in no doubt as to what Heeresgruppe B thought of the plan: “Timewise, that is of course fairly catastrophic…” With that rebuff, Schmidt turned to the serious ammunition situation of the army and informed von Sodenstern of von Richthofen’s proposal to relinquish Luftwaffe trains and supply columns so that more ammunition could be brought forward. Schmidt said: “This proposal seems to be correct from our perspective. We will of course use the intervening period to make small improvements to the front-line.” Finally, General von Sodenstern told Schmidt that “the Heeresgruppe can no longer help with fresh units”. Nothing had been resolved – 6. Armee was still in limbo.


  - - -


  Matters had not been settled to 6. Armee’s liking because barely an hour later, at 1900 hours, Paulus himself phoned Generaloberst von Weichs31, commander-in-chief of Heeresgruppe B. Paulus reiterated what his chief-of-staff had already said:


  Because the strength of 79. Infanterie-Division is no longer sufficient for the final act, we have to bring forward another division. We have therefore designated 60. Infanterie-Division.


  Paulus rammed home his point by bluntly stating that without this, the ‘final act’ – as he called it – could not be carried out. Generaloberst von Weichs then made a suggestion he thought could solve the matter. “How would the Armee react to the proposal of receiving two regiments from 29. Infanterie-Division, but without artillery?” Paulus was pleased:


  This solution is definitely better. We only require infantry strength [author’s emphasis]. We will nevertheless still try to get 79. Infanterie-Division ready for the final attack. Once the chemical factory and the bank of the Volga are in our hands, the large workhalls can be strangulated.


  Finally, Paulus mentioned that Generaloberst von Richthofen’s proposal was ‘unselfish’ and seemed to be ‘very favourable’ for the army, whereupon their conversation ended. Paulus was satisfied that a solution had been found.


  Barely fifteen minutes later, at 1920 hours, Oberst i.G. August Winter32, Ia of Heeresgruppe B, called General Schmidt at 6. Armee:


  In reference to the preceding discussions: 6. Armee can still implement its plan of extracting 60. Infanterie-Division regardless of whether 29. Infanterie-Division is employed for the final assault. Perhaps 60. Infanterie-Division can be supplied to 4. Panzerarmee?


  Generaloberst von Weichs was somewhat reluctant to hand over two regiments from 29. Infanterie-Division because at that moment the division was one of his most powerful mobile reserves, ready to intervene in the sectors of both 4. Panzerarmee and 3. Romanian Armee. This solution put his mind at ease. All proposals, however, needed to be submitted to and approved by the Army High Command. Heeresgruppe B sent off the appropriate communiqués that evening.


  - - -


  The seed planted by von Richthofen was quickly taking root. As with von Richthofen, Hitler too was frustrated by the snail-like progress at Stalingrad and wanted the whole affair over and done with before winter set in. When von Richthofen’s ‘demand’ for four pioneer assault battalions landed on his desk, Hitler seized upon it immediately. It was precisely to his liking – Hitler had a penchant for unusual methods of warfare and loved specialist troops. Assault pioneers, he decided, would be just the thing to wrap up the bloody business at Stalingrad.


  In his telephone conversation with Jeschonnek, von Richthofen had been assured that his request would be presented to Hitler the next day, on 2 November. All published sources implicitly state that Hitler was first presented with this request during his daily situation conference on 2 November 1942. Indeed, the OKW war diary reads as follows:


  Hitler turned down the request to supply 29. Infanterie-Division (mot.) to Stalingrad, but agreed to the proposal of the Chefs Generalstab das Heeres33 to extract pioneer battalions from other divisions and deploy them in Stalingrad.


  Previously published accounts of these events all state that Hitler was first informed on 2 November 1942. However, hard evidence from three separate and extremely credible sources clearly shows that a decision to use the pioneer battalions had been reached – and acted on – during the night of 1 November 1942. The implications are stunning. Not only must Hitler have set the ball rolling scant hours after receiving von Richthofen’s request, but a veneer of propriety and impartiality had been placed over the decision by having Zeitzler formally submit the request during the situation conference. Even more stunning is the fact that Paulus’s 6. Armee – as well as its superior formation, Heeresgruppe B – had absolutely zero input into the request or decision.


  The first piece of evidence is the ‘1 November 1942’ entry from the war diary of 294. Infanterie-Division:


  At 2330 hours, an order from XXIX. Armeekorps arrived by telephone stating that Pionier-Bataillon 294 should be made ready as a Sturm-Bataillon for operations in Stalingrad. Transport will probably be by lorries or by air.


  It is rather strange that 294. Infanterie-Division received this order from XXIX. Armeekorps because the division was not even part of the corps’ structure – in fact, it was subordinated directly to Heeresgruppe B, and had been since 25 September 1942. Admittedly, 294. Infanterie-Division was in XXIX. Armeekorps’ sector, but its direct report was still Heeresgruppe B.


  The second piece of evidence is the entry from the war diary of 336. Infanterie-Division for 1 November 1942:


  At 2330 hours, a message arrived from Korps, whereby the removal of Pionier-Bataillon 336 by air should be reckoned on.


  The ‘Korps’ being referred to is the very same XXIX. Armeekorps, to which the division had been subordinated since 21 July 1942.


  The third piece of proof comes from the war diary of 62. Infanterie-Division, where it reports about a message that came into its HQ in Meshkov at midnight on 1-2 November:


  Around midnight, the chief-of-staff34 of the German General near 8. Italian Armee35 ordered that Pionier-Bataillon 162 should be ready by 1200 hours for transportation by air or vehicle. It is presumed that the battalion will be employed in Stalingrad.


  All three of these divisions were in the area of 8. Italian Armee, which was subordinated to Heeresgruppe B. Moreover, XXIX. Armeekorps, which had issued the order to two of the divisions, was part of the Italian army. Therefore, it seems likely that all three orders to send the pioneer battalions to Stalingrad emanated from the staff of the German general attached to the Italian army, and indeed, the daily report of the German general for 3 November noted that “German pioneer battalions within the realm of 8. Italian Armee were designated for this purpose”. Unfortunately, because the records of Heeresgruppe B no longer exist, it is impossible to declare with absolute certainty that it did not know about these orders being given to units under its command. However, by the content and tone of its messages to 6. Armee the next day, it seems clear that Heeresgruppe B was also in the dark. An order such as this should go from the top down, cascading through the various levels of command. At the very least Heeresgruppe B should have been informed. It seems as though they were being purposely kept out of the loop: official reporting channels were being sidestepped.


  2 November, 1942


  The proposal to use four pioneer battalions at Stalingrad – upon which Hitler had already acted – was formally submitted during the Führer’s daily briefing, no doubt for the benefit of the others present. Also put to him were the suggestions formulated by Heeresgruppe B and 6. Armee for the continuation of the offensive in Stalingrad, namely the relief of 60. Infanterie-Division (mot.) and the supply of two regiments from 29. Infanterie-Division (mot.) for use in an attack on the chemical factory. As mentioned in the OKW war diary, Hitler turned down the request to send 29. Infanterie-Division (mot.) to Stalingrad but agreed to the proposal put forward by General Zeitzler to extract pioneer battalions from other divisions and deploy them in Stalingrad. A third proposal, to halt the attack for eight days so the troops could recover, was also knocked back. For yet another unknown reason, Heeresgruppe B and 6. Armee were not informed of Hitler’s denial of their suggestions.


  At an undetermined point during the day, probably mid-afternoon, OKH finally called Heeresgruppe B to inform them about the possibility of using the pioneer battalions. At 1645 hours, General von Sodenstern called General Schmidt to update him on what was happening. Von Sodenstern started out by saying that apart from the two previously discussed suggestions for the reactivation of combat in Stalingrad, there existed a third possibility, namely that 6. Armee could have four pioneer battalions flown in by air from other sectors of the army group. Schmidt replied that the best solution would be to fly in the pioneer battalions in addition to supplying the two grenadier regiments of 29. Infanterie-Division (mot.). Moreover, Schmidt continued, 60. Infanterie-Division (mot.) would be pulled out of the line regardless. From the tone of this message, it seems clear that Heeresgruppe B did not know that the third ‘possibility’ had already been approved by the Führer.


  At 1700 hours, only fifteen minutes after the phone call to General Schmidt, Heeresgruppe B transmitted the order to 294. Infanterie-Division that its pioneer battalion was to be sent to Stalingrad. The order stated that the battalion would make its way to the Rossosh airfield while its commander and adjutant would go on ahead via car to Kalach to make contact with 6. Armee. Heeresgruppe B also wanted to immediately know the transport strength of the battalion.


  At 2030 hours, the commander of Pionier-Bataillon 336, Hauptmann Hermann Lundt36, received the order to report to Ilovskoye airfield (Nikolayevka) at 0900 hours the next day and fly straight to 6. Armee headquarters. Although records no longer exist, it is safe to assume the three other pioneer battalions received similar orders.


  At 2045 hours, after the pioneer battalions had been notified, Oberst i.G. Winter, Ia of Heeresgruppe B, finally telephoned 6. Armee to inform them that Heeresgruppe had decided to supply the Armee with five pioneer battalions:


  Pz.Pi.Btl.50 and Pi.Btl.45 (mot.) will arrive via a land march, Pi.Btl.162 via lorries of an Italian column, Pi.Btle.336 and 294 will be brought in by air.


  - - -


  In the midst of all this high-level manoeuvring, the bloodletting and futile assaults against the battered ruins of Stalingrad continued. It was hoped that these types of attacks would finally end once the pioneer units spearheaded a powerful attack against the Lazur factory bridgehead and wrapped up this messy Stalingrad business once and for all. Until then, pressure had to be maintained.


  At 1055 hours on 1 November, LI. Armeekorps issued Korpsbefehl No. 102 which began by stating that “at daybreak on 2.11., 305. Infanterie-Division, together with the southern wing of 389. Infanterie-Division, will renew the attack and gain the Volga bank”. Apart from counting on support from Korps-Art.-Gruppe Nord (Stiegler37), the attacking divisions were allocated additional support: 305. Infanterie-Division would receive Sturmgeschütz-Abteilung 244 with the new s.I.G.38, one company of self-propelled anti-tank guns from Panzerjäger-Abteilung 4 (14. Panzer-Division) and a company of panzers from 24. Panzer-Division; 389. Infanterie-Division would receive Sturmgeschütz-Abteilung 24539, and a company of self-propelled anti-tank guns from Panzerjäger-Abteilung 40 (24. Panzer-Division). Plenty of heavy direct-fire support.


  Just as the sun was rising on 2 November, 305. and 389. Infanterie-Divisions hurled themselves yet again at the bulge of land that stood between themselves and the Volga. By 0930 hours, Grenadier-Regiment 576 had struck fierce resistance south of the fuel installation and was unable to reach the bank of the Volga. North of them, Grenadier-Regiment 578 was able to occupy a few blocks of houses. Further north, the attack of Grenadier-Regiment 546 (389. Infanterie-Division) south of the brickworks only made slow progress.



  [image: Oberstleutnant i.G. Heinrich Kodré, chief-of-staff 305. Infanterie-Division, and his commander, Generalmajor Kurt Oppenländer, during the opening days of Operation ‘Blau’.]



  As the battle raged, Paulus made another front-line inspection40. He flew into the airstrip at Razgulyayevka railway station and reached his advance command post at 0900 hours. He immediately phoned von Seydlitz, who oriented him about the progress of the attack of 305. and 389. Infanterie-Divisions. Paulus decided to visit both these divisions. At 0930 hours, he reached the command post of 305. Infanterie-Division and was briefed by the division’s chief-of-staff, Oberstleutnant i.G. Heinrich Kodré41. Paulus learned about the slow and costly progress of the division’s grenadier regiments. Paulus was on his way after only ten minutes, this time to pay a visit to Generalmajor Erich Magnus42, the newly appointed commander of 389. Infanterie-Division. At General Magnus’ advanced command post, it was reported that Grenadier-Regiment 546’s attack south of the brickworks was still in progress. As Paulus was leaving, a staff officer from Höhere-Arko 310 approached and recommended the transfer of a 15cm battery from the area of 4. Panzer-Armee.43


  Despite the attack being supported by massive firepower, it was obviously still not enough. All suggestions and impressions gathered by Paulus during these front-line inspections would play their part in his approach toward organising later attacks. At 1010 hours, Paulus was at the command post of 14. Panzer-Division where its chief-of-staff, Oberstleutnant i.G. Bernd von Pezold44, provided a very grave description of the strained situation resulting from the ongoing heavy casualties.


  Paulus’s next stop was the command post of Artillerie-Regiment 83, where he arrived at 1100 hours. Its commander, Oberst Albrecht Czimatis45, reported about the employment of the subordinated artillery. A radio post of the regiment had intercepted a Soviet radio message broadcast in the clear from a battalion staff in the steel factory. Of 550 Russian replacements that had crossed the river, only half of them reached their destination without being killed or wounded. Oberst Czimatis then gave Paulus his impression of the situation: “Stuka and artillery preparations for our own attacks could not be better. The striking power of our infantry and the training for such tasks, however, is not adequate.” These were statements that von Richthofen would have wholeheartedly agreed with.


  On the road again, he reached the command post of 79. Infanterie-Division in Razgulyayevka at 1140 hours. The division reported that it had sustained further heavy casualties. Also, the commander of Grenadier-Regiment 226, Oberst Andreas von Aulock46, had dropped out due to illness. Paulus returned to his advanced command post at noon for a meeting with General von Seydlitz. He talked about his impressions gathered during the day and considered postponing the final mopping-up actions between steel factory and Volga bank until after the attack on the large railway loop at Lazur. General von Seydlitz spoke about the details of the planning and preparation for this. At 1310 hours, Paulus climbed into his plane and flew back to Armee HQ at Golubinsky.


  While their commanders were talking, the troops were still caught up in savage combat. South of the brickworks, elements of 389. Infanterie-Division struggled forward to the Volga against a doggedly defending Soviet enemy. The Volga bank, from the tractor factory down to about 200 metres south of the brickworks, was in German hands. The fighting along the riverside cliff was still in progress at nightfall. Two Soviet resistance nests on the southern tip of the brickworks could not be cleared up. The units of 389. Infanterie-Division suffered heavy losses: 19 men killed, 42 men wounded and 3 men missing.


  Further south, 305. Infanterie-Division slogged forward against bitter Soviet resistance that was backed up by heavy fire from the Volga island. Only a few buildings and some small patches of ground were gained. So fierce was the Soviet defence that 305. Infanterie-Division had the impression that the enemy was superior in both numbers and quantity of weapons. Once darkness fell, Soviet counterattacks against Grenadier-Regiment 576 on the division’s right flank – near the fuel installation – led to the loss of some of the ground that had been seized at such cost in the morning. Casualties for the division were again high: 44 men killed, 3 officers47 and 116 men wounded, and 1 man missing.


  Holding the ground between the Barrikady Gun Factory and Krasny Oktyabr Steel Factory was 14. Panzer-Division. The terrain here consisted mostly of uneven ground, dirt roads and the remains of hundreds of wooden huts, now broken and splintered by thousands of artillery impacts. Soviet assault groups equipped with flamethrowers attacked towards the positions of Panzergrenadier-Regiment 108 but were repelled in vicious fighting. Throughout the day, the division lost 23 men killed, 1 officer and 67 men wounded, and 5 men missing.


  [image: German attacks on 2 November, 1942.]




  In the northern part of the Krasny Oktyabr Steel Factory, the clearing up of the situation was hindered by a Soviet counterattack from one of the workhalls. The sudden Soviet thrust stalled the attack of 79. Infanterie-Division. The overall situation in the mutilated factory was already convoluted and only worsened when the Soviet counterattack captured one of the smaller workshops. Divisional staff could not obtain an accurate picture of the front-line.


  At midday, two German assault groups moved off towards one another with the aim of meeting up and pinching off the Soviet intrusion. By 1630 hours, the two German groups were separated by only 100 metres and were able to shout out to each other. Any further advance, however, was hindered by ferocious Soviet resistance. Only once night fell did the two groups actually join up. The resulting pocket was scheduled to be cleaned up the next day. The weakened division had incurred further painful losses: 1 officer48 and 26 men killed, and 1 officer49 and 55 men wounded.

  

  From the four divisions involved in the 2 November assaults, over 400 men became casualties, all on a day of inconsequential fighting and minuscule gains of ground. To make matters worse for these battered divisions, the attacks were scheduled to continue the next day. The stated intention of LI. Armeekorps for 3 November was to “clean up the enemy breakthrough position at 79. Infanterie-Division” and to “continue the assault with the southern wing of 389. Infanterie-Division”.


  - - -


  At 2200 hours, during the same evening of 2 November, Heeresgruppe B again called 294. Infanterie-Division and said that the embarkation of the battalion at Rossosh airfield was delayed and would only take place on 4 November. Half an hour later, 336. Infanterie-Division also received the official order:


  Transportation of the Pionier-Bataillon to Stalingrad on 4.11.1942.


  Generaloberst von Richthofen’s demand for pioneer battalions had been set in motion with surprising rapidity. After first being suggested on 1 November, it had been immediately and secretly approved by Hitler that same evening, officially approved on 2 November and orders sent out later that same day. While Heeresgruppe B and 6. Armee were quite happy at receiving the pioneers, neither thought these welcome reinforcements would be the solution to the ongoing stalemate. Both waited anxiously for word on their proposal to relieve 60. Infanterie-Division and insert two regiments from 29. Infanterie-Division into the attack plan – they harboured no illusions that the pioneer forces alone could decide the issue in Stalingrad. They received their answer the next day.


  3 November, 1942


  Now that Paulus definitely knew he was getting the pioneer battalions, he needed to incorporate them into his attack plans in a way that would allow him to maximise their special training and capabilities. To do this, he needed to meet with the man who would control their deployment, General der Artillerie Walther von Seydlitz-Kurzbach. Paulus climbed into his Storch plane and flew to the command post of LI. Armeekorps north-west of Gumrak railway station, arriving there at 0915 hours.


  Together with General von Seydlitz and his chief-of-staff Oberst i.G. Clausius, Paulus reviewed the requirements of the forces, the starting points and implementation possibilities for what they hoped would be the final assault on Stalingrad. Discussions moved back and forth about the ways in which the pioneer battalions could be used. General von Seydlitz laid down his opinion:


  A complete solution to this Stalingrad business is only possible through the addition of 4 grenadier battalions from 29. Infanterie-Division and the 5 pioneer battalions to the available forces. The attack must be as broad as possible. The narrow sectors of previous attacks led to a flanking effect on the core of the assault. Besides the forces on hand, if only the 5 pioneer battalions will be available
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Infanterie-Regiment 577, supported by assault guns of Sturmgeschiitz-Abteilung 245, push into the Barrikady Gun
Factory from the north on 16 October, 1942.






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg
Above: Ivan Ilyich Svidrov, a
19-year-old Sergeant in 650th
Rifle Regiment.
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Svidrov and his garrison in Dom 31 were able to dominate the area, including
the rear gates from the Barrikady factory. They anchored the left flank of the entire
division: to their left was 339th Rifle Regiment (308th Rifle Division).
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Below: Helmut Walz in his later years. The
grievous facial wound is only barely visible. Many
operations were required before Walz regained the
ability to speak and chew properly.
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German attacks on 2 November, 1942.
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Above: Helmut Walz as a young Gefreiter in 7./
fRot.577 in 1942.
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------ Line reached, end of 14 October, 1942.
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The German offensive in Stalingrad-North, 14-16 October, 1942.
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